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			I

			Rejecting Correspondence and All Non-Epistemic Conceptions of Truth

		

		
			I have been presenting the realist conception of truth as if it were an important, exciting, and controversial philosophical position. But, you may suppose, it is nothing but a miserable truism that no one in his right mind would deny. What could be more obvious than that it is true that there are books in my study if and only if there are books in my study? What’s all the fuss about? Well, it does seem to me an obvious truism that this is the way to think about the truth. But nonetheless it has been frequently and enthusiastically denied, especially in recent times.

			—William Alston, A Realist Conception of Truth

			Putnam’s thesis is incredible. We are in the presence of a paradox, as surely as when we meet the man who offers us a proof that there are no people, and in particular that he himself does not exist. It is out of the question to follow the argument where it leads. We know in advance that there is something wrong, and the challenge is to find out where. If the paradox monger is good at his work, we stand to learn something; and indeed, I think Putnam’s paradox affords an important lesson.

			—David Lewis, Putnam’s Paradox

			1. Introduction: Perfect Knowledge, 
Imperfect Knowledge, and Truth

			Rudolf Carnap gave us two concepts of knowledge. The first he called perfect knowledge and defined it in terms of un-revisably true beliefs about the world. The second he called imperfect knowledge and characterized it as revisable beliefs robustly confirmed or confirmable under the method(s) of the natural sciences. He also asserted that, because human knowledge about this world is only a matter of one’s having a very high probability of truth, there is no perfect knowledge. So the concept of perfect knowledge is vacuous. There is only imperfect knowledge about this world. Moreover, for Carnap, we cannot assume that when one has imperfect knowledge one has actually attained truth, at least as we commonly conceive of it alethically, non-epistemically, or in terms of correspondence. At best, we can only suppose that, on the evidence available, one has attained merely a high probability of truth, and beliefs that are highly probable are sometimes false. In short, for Carnap, as we ordinarily understand it, truth is not a necessary condition for knowledge about this world. Rather it is something to which knowledge aspires, but never certifiably reaches.1

			But some philosophers urge that Carnap’s conception of imperfect knowledge is an imperfect conception of knowledge. They think Carnap’s “imperfect knowledge” amounts to no knowledge at all, when in fact we know much about the world. Robustly confirmed belief without truth as a necessary condition, they say, is not knowledge at all because real knowledge obviously requires truth commonly understood in terms of beliefs and assertions that succeed in telling us exactly how the world is quite independently of how we or anybody else might like it to be. Otherwise, human knowledge could not tell us anything in particular about this world rather than about the way we regard it at our epistemological best, that is to say, when our beliefs about it are highly probable, revisable, and therefore not necessarily true.

			And yet, inspired by Carnap and other fallibilists, we can find persuasive reasons to abandon our common conception of truth and settle instead for some suitably characterized epistemic conception explicated in terms of robust confirmability or fully warranted assertibility. For instance, we have good inductive evidence that truth, understood alethically or in terms of correspondence, is never demonstrably shown to be a property in any particular claim about a world where our highest epistemological aspirations can only be to attaining evidence rendering our beliefs very likely to be true on all available evidence. Again, as we shall see, from the fact that one’s belief is highly likely to be true on all available and accessible evidence, it never follows that one’s belief is true. In such a world, if truth is a necessary condition for knowledge, how could we ever show that the truth condition has been satisfied, rather than quite probably satisfied, in any particular belief or assertion? Failing that, how could we establish that anybody knew anything at all? Moreover, if the most we can attain is merely the high probability of truth, the fact that many past empirical beliefs judged very likely to be true turned out subsequently not true at all seems reasonably solid inductive evidence that scientific realism is false and instrumentalism true, because at no time could we be sufficiently assured that any particular highly confirmed theoretical belief would not go the way of phlogiston or Ptolemy’s geocentric hypothesis. In short, classical realists and nonskeptics need to attain something stronger than the high probability of truth when, according to Carnap and all other advocates of imperfect knowledge, there is nothing stronger available to us. Consequently, for these reasons we seem to have the unenviable choice between keeping the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth or abandoning it for an epistemic theory with the disturbing implication that, however we choose, blinding skepticism is our dark destiny. Nor are we apparently able to avoid making the choice once we eliminate deflationary or elimination (redundancy) theories of truth in favor of more substantive or robust theories. Or so it appears.

			Like many others, incidentally, Carnap construed human empirical knowledge in terms of beliefs allowing us to satisfy our cognitive goal of predicting precisely our future sensory experience in the interest of attaining control over it.2 But, again, epistemologists from Plato onward continue to argue that truth, construed alethically, disquotationally, or in terms of correspondence, is noncontroversially a necessary condition for knowledge, and any attempt to abandon it, even in the name of a rich instrumentalism, is a downward path to skepticism with regard to knowledge of the observable mind-independent world. For Carnap and other fallibilists, however, natural science and common sense, in their inherent inability to demonstrate the actual attainment of ordinary truth in any particular belief or assertion (however well confirmed at any time), need not really tell us anything about the world in any particular assertion we may care to designate as true. For fallibilists such as Carnap, natural science, in all its splendor, is best construed merely as a set of fantastically useful beliefs whose instrumental power is somehow both logically and mysteriously detachable from the alleged truth of any of their asserted content.

			With this admittedly brief background to the perplexities of adopting, and failing to adopt, a generally Carnapian or fallibilist perspective on human knowledge, this book will endeavor to defend the general Carnapian or fallibilist position by arguing for an epistemic theory of truth and confronting the wide array of objections (both usual and unusual) to epistemic theories of truth in any guise. To this end, three distinct but closely related theses will come into play in the following pages.

			The first thesis, urged in part I, is that our common, or alethic, and radically non-epistemic, conception of truth provides us with a concept of truth that is defective beyond any possible redemption for being demonstrably vacuous. In arguing as much, we may regard, for the sake of simplicity, any characterization or explication of truth as an instance of our common or alethic conception of truth if it endorses the view that a proposition, belief, sentence, or assertion is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case—in other words, “P” is true if, and only if, P. Because no correspondence theorist ever denied as much, we may extend our conception of the common, or alethic, conception of truth to embrace the classical correspondence theory as an explication of “‘P’ is true if, and only if, P.” Whatever problems correspondence theorists may have had in explicating and inflating expressions such as “corresponds to the facts,” or “represents the facts,” they have certainly all accepted the platitudinous content of Tarski’s disquotational schema (DS) and were presumably trying to explicate it in the inflationary or explicative process. So, they are at liberty to use the platitude as an explication of what any ultimately viable correspondence theory should mean by “corresponds with the facts.”3 As so construed, our common or alethic conception of truth is co-extensive with the correspondence theory of truth suitably deflated to reflect the content of Tarski’s disquotational schema (DS).

			Further, we may, if we like, choose to lump correspondence theories with the alethic and refer to both indiscriminately insofar as they reflect the platitudinous content of Tarski’s schema (DS). Similarly, as Crispin Wright has urged, we can also extend what we mean by the common, or alethic, or correspondence conception of truth to all those labels that mean to assert or imply the platitude that a statement is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case (1992, 25). This extension embraces deflationism (both classical and, as we shall see, the form offered by Horwich), minimalism, and disquotational theory. In short, call it what we may, if we have good reason to reject as vacuous any conception of truth affirming that a sentence, belief, proposition, or assertion is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case, then in one fell swoop the same brush paints the vacuity of correspondence, alethic, deflationary, minimalist, and disquotational theories because they all endorse the same core platitude that it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P.

			At any rate, our common conception of truth, reflected in the above platitude and variously adopted by correspondence, representational, disquotational, alethic, minimalist, and most deflationist theories, will be seen to be vacuous and, hence, defective. Given it, we cannot, for various reasons, determine reliably which sentences or assertions about the observable world are true, rather than very likely to be true. By implication, if truth, so alethically or disquotationally construed, were a necessary condition for human knowledge about this world, it would not be a condition demonstrably satisfiable in any particular assertion; so insisting upon it as a condition of knowledge would minimally guarantee a debilitating skepticism. Truth so construed would not be demonstrably attainable for any particular claim about the observable world even though, paradoxically enough, we know that somebody knows something in particular about this world. As we shall see, this general point is at the center of the main argument of part I challenging our common, alethic, or non-epistemic conception of truth as a conception of truth minimally adequate for any nonskeptical epistemology. This same general thesis has been argued in the past by other philosophers in different ways but, as we shall see, with the plausible exception of Brand Blanchard and P. F. Strawson, not convincingly.

			In part I, I shall also argue in passing that ‘true’ construed in non-epistemic terms is demonstrably meaningless although, to be sure, we ascribe to it the ordinary familiar meaning we do without realizing that, in so doing, we violate a fundamentally necessary condition for meaningful discourse. This condition roots deeply in the intuitions of ordinary and scientific discourse, and it affirms that if we have no way of reliably determining which items fall within the extensional domain of a term or phrase, assuming that some objects in the neighborhood do, then that term or phrase has no discernible meaning. That term or phrase is more properly described as meaningless because nobody understands what it means even though we may feel perfectly comfortable and familiar in giving it a meaning we find congenial in some way. Although predictably contentious, the claim that ‘true’ construed in non-epistemic terms is meaningless, does not, however, have any undermining effect on the main argument offered in this part I because, as we shall see, the soundness of that argument will not require that vacuous concepts are meaningless.

			The second thesis, which appears early in part II, is that, assuming what we shall later argue in part II, namely, that eliminativist or redundancy and deflationary accounts of truth are indefensible, the soundness of our main argument in part I shows that only a suitably characterized epistemic conception of truth can succeed in any viable nonskeptical epistemology. This is because ultimately, as we will also see when the dust settles, there are only two distinct substantive conceptions of truth—our common, or non-epistemic, concept and its denial in an epistemic concept. The former insists, while the latter denies, that it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of a proposition or belief that what the proposition or belief asserts to be the case is the case. The main argument in part I associated with the first thesis endeavors to show the failure of alethic or non-epistemic conceptions of truth for any nonskeptical theory of knowledge and, given thereafter that we have only one other viable conception in some suitably characterized epistemic conception, the defense of epistemic theory is largely a function of then diffusing the many actual and potential objections to epistemic theory along with demonstrating its more positive features.

			The third thesis, emerging in part III, is that global skepticism is not a defensible option to adopting an epistemic conception of truth in the presence of the failure of our ordinary non-epistemic concept of truth to provide either for a minimally adequate conception of truth in general or for a nonskeptical epistemology. Here the general drift will be to show, after discussing various kinds of skepticisms, that the first premise of the canonical argument for global skepticism, namely, the Argument from Ignorance (AI), is not demonstrably true in either the epistemic or non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ This will eliminate the need for anything like a contextualist response to skepticism, a response, as we shall also see, that is defective for other reasons.

			Doubtless, our common conception of truth, or what we commonly say ‘true’ means, is reflected transparently, trivially, and noncontroversially in the alethic or correspondence conception of truth captured in Tarski’s biconditionals. So, advancing here an epistemic conception of truth for various reasons is clearly not an effort at simply defining or explicating our common conception of truth. Epistemic theories certainly do not capture what we ordinarily mean, or say we mean, by ‘true’; and the mystery, as we shall see, is why anybody ever thought that they needed to. Nor is it really an attempt to either change or replace in any interesting way our common conception of truth. It is merely an effort to provide a conception of truth that both satisfies the requirements of a good theory of truth and is also consistent with the belief that sometimes we really do know something about this world. We really do know something or other about the world, but not if the truth of what we know is in any way construed non-epistemically, in terms of what we ordinarily say ‘true’ means. Without further ado, we can now turn to the main argument affirming that substantive non-epistemic theories of truth fail to satisfy minimal requirements for an adequate theory of truth and a nonskeptical epistemology.

			EF

			2. Minimal Requirements for an Adequate Theory of Truth: Non-Vacuity and Reliability Conditions

			A minimally adequate theory of truth must do more than successfully define, explicate, or characterize our common, or otherwise desired, concept of truth. Indeed, a theory of truth, consistent with there being any empirical knowledge at all, must also allow us to determine reliably, at least sometimes under some method or procedure or under some reasonably noncontroversial principle(s) of evidence, which propositions, assertions, or beliefs are true under the definition, explication, or characterization of truth proposed in the theory. More succinctly, any minimally adequate theory of truth should provide a non-vacuous explication, characterization, or definition of truth, and thereby allow us, at least sometimes, under some minimally reliable procedure, to decide or determine, justifiably which propositions (beliefs or statements) about the world are in fact true, as the theory defines or characterizes truth.

			Call this first requirement for a theory of truth the Non-vacuity Principle, or if one prefers the Principle of Non-vacuity. It roots firmly in the intuition that we cannot know what truth is, or even properly grasp the concept of truth, without knowing how to pick out reliably which sentences are true sentences in our language, if there are sentences that are true. If we could not do as much, this intuition affirms, we would have no idea of what it is that all true propositions have in common, and thereby lose not only any basis for substantively defining or characterizing the concept of truth, but also the capacity to decide reliably which propositions are true in possible doubtful cases. In short, while it may not be a universally acknowledged purpose of defining or characterizing our common or desired notion of truth that the explication or definition allow in principle for a reliable method or procedure for deciding justifiably which are the true sentences in our language, nevertheless, a theory of truth that would not permit as much is inadequate for reasons we shall see shortly.4

			As indicated above, incidentally, the Non-vacuity Principle assumes that global strong skepticism with regard to empirical knowledge is indefensible. Global strong skepticism with regard to empirical knowledge is the view that nobody is ever even justified in believing that any particular proposition about this world is true, or likely to be true; whereas global weak skepticism is the view that nobody ever knows that any proposition is true, or likely to be true.5 If we are never even justified in believing that some proposition or other is true, as we have defined ‘true,’ then we would never be able to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle and thus could never have a rationally defensible theory of truth. Later in part 3, we will see why global strong skepticism and global weak skepticism are indefensible.

			To say, moreover, that a method or procedure for determining the truth value of propositions (or assertions or beliefs) is minimally acceptable or reliable is to say that, at least on some occasions, one either does, or can, succeed, via the use of such a method or procedure, in justifiably picking out which assertions or beliefs are in fact true under one’s proposed explication, characterization, or definition, of truth. If one’s procedure, for example, requires that we be completely justified in believing that some particular proposition is true (because the procedure requires demonstration of the strong probability that it is true) then, under that construal, the procedure will be reliable only if at least sometimes, the application of the truth-predicate based upon the procedure actually succeeds in picking out or determining which sentences are in fact true under the definition. Admittedly, this is an implausibly weak criterion of reliability. Under it, it is not necessary that the reliability of one’s decision procedure depend on its succeeding more often than not in correctly picking out those sentences that are in fact instances of the definition proposed. The point behind offering such a weak criterion of reliability will become clear shortly when we argue that any form of the non-epistemic theory of truth fails to accommodate even this very weak requirement for reliability. Call this second requirement for a minimally adequate theory of truth the Reliability Principle. Failure to satisfy this reliability principle guarantees the vacuity of one’s definition or explication of truth and, thus, would also imply failure to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle.

			EF

			3. Justification for Non-Vacuity 
and Reliability Principles

			There are two basic reasons for insisting on both the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle as necessary conditions for a minimally acceptable theory of truth. The first is semantic and the second is pragmatic. Neither is necessary but each is sufficient. Just as Smith does not know what ‘giraffe’ means if he cannot reliably distinguish, at least sometimes, between the giraffe and the man-eating lion standing before him, Smith does not know what ‘true’ means if he cannot sometimes reliably distinguish between the true assertion and the false one before him. Our grasping or understanding the meaning of a term or expression is widely thought to imply our being able to determine, at least sometimes, which items in fact fall within the extensional domain of the term or expression as defined—assuming, of course, that the extensional domain is not empty and, in all other respects, is cognitively accessible to the subject. Surely it would be baffling if we could understand or grasp the meaning of the concept ‘cat’ or the assertion “There’s a cat,” for example, without being able to distinguish between cats and other animals clearly distinct from cats and thereby pick out reliably which objects fall in the extensional domain of the term or assertion. That is why, no matter what Smith says, we would not grant, as a matter of either ordinary or scientific usage, that he knows or grasps what “giraffe” and “lion” means if he cannot sometime reliably distinguish between the two when they are directly before him under normal conditions of perception.

			Second, and more important, imagine a world in which Smith claims to know what “true” means and that there are true sentences, but he cannot ever determine reliably which sentences, beliefs, or statements are in fact true in the way he characterizes or defines ‘true.’ Apart from the question of whether Smith knows or grasps what ‘true’ means in such a situation, what good would it do, and what importance could truth have, if our definition, explication, or characterization of truth never allowed us to say reliably, under some theory of evidence, which inscriptions, utterances, assertions, propositions, or beliefs are in fact true under that definition? In such a world how could anyone even sustain the assumption that there are indeed true sentences awareness of what they share inspires in the proposed definition or explication? Assuming that there are true sentences in the sense Smith defines >true= should not a minimally adequate theory of truth, in contradistinction to a minimally adequate definition, characterization, or explication of the concept of truth, serve the end of allowing us under some method or procedure to pick out, at least occasionally, which beliefs, propositions, or statements in our language are in fact true under the definition of truth provided in the theory? It would seem so. After all, what’s the point of knowing what ‘true’ means if that knowledge does not allow us, under any principles of evidence, to determine at least sometime which assertions or beliefs are true in our language?

			Further, if, as so many epistemologists assert, the attainment of truth and the avoidance of falsity is at least one of our primary cognitive goals without which there could be no knowledge, how would we ever know, or even be justified in believing, we had attained our goal if we could not sometimes reliably determine which propositions or beliefs are true under our definition of truth? It seems as if we could not. But we will return to this point later.

			Equally interesting, if our preferred definition or explication of truth prevented the possibility of such determination, could that be a good theory of truth in which it is embedded? Knowing how to distinguish in the wild between man-eating lions and harmless giraffes is arguably of inestimable value when one finds oneself in the presence of what could be either. Assuming that one or the other is present, imagine Smith professing to know what it means to say that something is a man-eating lion or a harmless giraffe, but at the same time acknowledging that he cannot with any confidence ever say whether any object before him is in fact a man-eating lion rather than a giraffe. Again, we have a primal intuitive belief that if Smith really knows what “man-eating lion” and “harmless giraffe” mean, he would know how to distinguish between the two and to pick out, at least occasionally, one from the other when confronted with both or either, assuming optimal conditions of perception. So also for truth: if we really knew what ‘true’ means, we should be able, under some theory of evidence, to determine reliably the assertions, beliefs, or propositions that are true under our definition or explication of truth, assuming, again, that there are indeed some sentences that are true in the way defined. In short, a nonskeptical theory of empirical and scientific knowledge requires uncompromising allegiance to both the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle.6 Before proceeding to our main argument for rejecting our common, or non-epistemic, conception of truth as a necessary condition for knowledge, however, it will also be necessary to say something briefly about what all correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theories of truth in general assume or assert.

			EF

			4. The Core of Correspondence, Alethic, 
and Other Non-Epistemic Theories of truth

			In any of its usual forms, the correspondence or alethic theory of truth traditionally asserts essentially that there are some descriptive statements, assertions, propositions, beliefs, or inscriptions that succeed in correctly describing, representing, and hence corresponding to what they explicitly or implicitly assert to be the case in the world. Such statements are true by way of what we commonly understand ‘true’ to mean, because what they assert to be the case is the case. What makes such statements true, when they are true, then, is the fact that what the statements assert to be the case is the case, and hence they ‘correspond,’ so to speak, to the facts that make them true. Facts, although expressed in language, are fundamentally nonlinguistic states of affairs, logically and causally independent of the statements purporting to describe them, and in some inscrutable way adequately represented as such in true statements.7 In short, for both correspondence and alethic conceptions of truth, as well as for every non-epistemic conception of truth in general (and this extends to every minimalist, disquotational, and deflationary account of truth, with the exception of redundancy or eliminationist conceptions), it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of a statement, sentence, proposition, or belief that what the statement asserts to be the case is the case. What could be more obvious, trivial, and irrefutable as an explication of our common concept of truth?8

			When asked what ‘true’ means we often revisit Aristotle’s famous dictum:

			To say that (either) that which is, is not, or that which is not, is, is a falsehood; and to say that that which is, is, and that which is not, is not, is true. (Metaphysics 1011 B26)9

			In seeking to capture semantically the core of Aristotle’s dictum, which Alfred Tarski thought reflected our common conception of truth in terms of correspondence, Tarski offered us the T-schema:

			S is true if and only if P

			where for S we specify some statement in quotations, such as “Some dogs bark” and for P we reiterate the same statement without quotes to get the substitution instance of the formula in 

			“Some dogs bark” is true if and only if some dogs bark.

			This explication of truth has come to be called the ‘disquotation’ formula or schema (DS) simply because the statement on the left side of the formula reappears in the formula on the right side without quotes. And all instances of the disquotation formula are what have come to be called ‘T-sentences’ or ‘T-biconditionals.’

			All non-epistemic theorists, whether correspondence, alethic, or disquotational, assert that any proposed definition or explication of the concept of truth will be materially adequate only if it captures (or fixes) the basic intuition expressed in Aristotle’s dictum to the effect that a statement will be true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. This intuition in turn reflects noncontroversially our common conception of truth, also captured in the T-schema and disquotation formula or schema (DS). Indeed, for correspondence theorists, alethic theorists, and all other non-epistemic theorists, the concept of correspondence between language and what is described by language is adequately reflected in Aristotle’s dictum, and any minimally adequate explication of a concept of truth for natural language must reflect it,10 as does Tarski’s formula and the implied T-sentences or T-biconditionals.

			For correspondence, alethic, and all other non-epistemic theorists, moreover, there is usually no felt problem about the concept of truth because, as we saw earlier, our common concept of truth, or the meaning we typically ascribe to it, is transparently clear and nonproblematically expressed or fixed in Aristotle’s dictum and Tarski’s definition. In short, we often hear that Aristotle’s insight and Tarski’s more precise characterization of it in his semantic definition (or partial definition) is a simple platitude with which nobody can plausibly take issue—at least insofar as it seeks to capture or fix what meaning we ordinarily ascribe to “true.” Philosophers who defend alethic theories of truth, moreover, make the same claim and generally identify alethic theories as essentially preservative of Aristotle’s basic informal formula and cite T-sentences as capturing our common conception of truth. Thus, as noted earlier, whatever counts then for refuting or establishing the correspondence, disquotational, or alethic theory counts equally for refuting or establishing all non-epistemic theories, and vice versa.11 At the core, they assert the same platitude reflecting the content of Tarski’s definition. Ignoring for now a fuller discussion on Tarski’s contribution, and why Tarski thought we cannot successfully define ‘true’ for natural languages, we can note briefly some arguably noncontroversial efforts to capture the “correspondence” metaphor as a condition of adequacy for any presumptively acceptable definition or explication of truth.12

			J. L. Mackie, for example, once argued that a proper explication of the correspondence metaphor emerges directly from Aristotle’s dictum when one says simply that a proposition is true if and only if it says how things are.13 Others have thought that we can grasp adequately the correspondence metaphor with the claim that the proposition X is true if and only if X asserts that P, and P.14 The general point in these and other similar efforts to explicate the correspondence metaphor is to assert that there are states of affairs logically and causally independent of minds, that true propositions are adequate descriptions of such states, and that those states of affairs make true such propositions whose content asserts the existence of these states of affairs. Given the content of the proposition “P,” it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P. As we saw a few lines back, these points are also adopted by the advocates of the alethic theory of truth or of any non-epistemic substantive account of truth, but in so adopting them they often do not claim to be explicating the concept of correspondence rather than the concept of truth alethically construed. But that, as we have also seen above (see note 12), is manifestly a distinction without a real difference.

			In any event, a crucial condition for any substantive non-epistemic theory of truth (whether correspondence, alethic, disquotational, minimalist, or deflationary) is that the “fit” is supposed to be logically tight: the belief (statement or proposition or assertion) that P, is true if and only if P. John McDowell, for example, captures this requirement nicely enough in affirming poignantly that “when one thinks truly, what one thinks is the case.”15 By implication, it is not the case that when one thinks truly, what one thinks is simply very probably the case, or highly likely to be the case.

			Additionally, for every non-epistemic theorist, it is canonical that a statement could be true even if nobody knows, or otherwise believes justifiably, that it is true, because it is necessary and sufficient for its truth that what it asserts to be the case is the case, and one might not know or believe in fact that what the statement asserts is indeed the case.16 For much the same reason, for such non-epistemic theorists as our correspondence, disquotationalist, or alethic theorist, a person can be completely justified in believing a false proposition. No matter how impeccable one’s evidence may be for it, one’s belief could always be false. This last sentence is what Rorty, and others, have affirmed as capturing the dominant and cautionary sense of ‘true.’ Otherwise, the truth of a belief, statement, or assertion would depend uniquely on the way we think rather than on the way the world is independently of what, or even whether, we think.

			Consistent with adopting the radically non-epistemic nature of truth, alethic or correspondence theorists also typically adopt the Principle of bivalence as an implication of their radically non-epistemic conception of truth. Essentially, the principle of bivalence is the principle that any well-formed indicative sentence will be either true or false, and if a proposition is true, its denial will of necessity be false, just as if a proposition is false, its denial will be true. The point here is that if the truth of a proposition does not depend on how we think, but only on whether the world is the way the proposition asserts it to be, then the proposition will be either true or false, depending solely on whether what the proposition asserts to be the case is the case; and if what it asserts to be the case is the case, then it is true and its denial must be false, just as if what it asserts to be the case is not the case, then it is false and its denial is true.

			As we shall see, incidentally, Michael Dummett has urged that the defining characteristic of realism is the adoption of the principle of Bivalence, which is at the heart of classical logic, just because the denial of Bivalence would render it possible that the truth or falsity of any proposition would depend more on how we think than on whether the world is as the proposition asserts it to be. Dummett, along with most other philosophers, sees realists as adopting the radically non-epistemic conception of truth, and the latter as demanding the principle of Bivalence, just because, for the realist, the truth of a proposition has, or should have, nothing to do with how we come to justify that belief. If, as any radically non-epistemic conception of truth requires, we can be completely justified in believing a false proposition, then one must accept the principle of Bivalence—that the truth or falsity of a proposition about the world does not depend on how we think, and that if the proposition is well-formed it will be either true or false, even if we could never show that it is either true or false. Indeed, Dummett thinks that anybody who rejects the non-epistemic conception of truth must at the same time abandon the Principle of Bivalence and, in the end, opt for an intuitionistic logic that abandons Bivalence as a generalized principle applying to any well-formed indicative sentence, belief, assertion, or proposition. Later we will examine an interesting objection, offered by John McDowell, that radically non-epistemic conceptions of truth do not require Bivalence. But for now let us simply accept the claim that under non-epistemic explications of truth every well-formed indicative sentence will be true or false, and that whether a particular sentence is true or false has nothing to do with what we think about it, or how we come to accept or reject it as true.17

			Finally, as for knowing whether a particular proposition, assertion, or belief is true, if Smith knows that P is true, then P is true; and Smith’s knowing that P is true is simply a matter of whether Smith’s evidence for believing that P is true renders it very likely that P is true. At least that is usually what correspondence, alethic, and all other non-epistemic theorists claim.18

			Important enough, this last item, namely, that an adequate criterion for determining which propositions, assertions, or beliefs about the world are true is the very high probability of their being true on the available evidence, is central to any plausible formulation, explanation, or characterization of the correspondence, disquotational, or alethic theory of truth . . . that is to say, for any non-epistemic conception of truth under which it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P. Again, however much correspondence, disquotational, or alethic theorists might differ in the way they describe their positions, like all non-epistemic theorists, they generally all agree that the criterion for truth is the very high probability of truth, and that we cannot attain to anything higher in our pursuit of empirical or scientific knowledge.

			We can omit explicating more fully the correspondence metaphor as a minimal condition of adequacy for any proposed definition or explication of truth. It seems clear enough, to review, that for all correspondence or alethic theorists, as indeed for every substantive non-epistemic account of truth, an adequate explication of truth rooting in any reasonable formulation of Aristotle’s basic insight, requires, among other things, that (1) there are some correct descriptions or representations of states of affairs distinct from the descriptions themselves,19 (2) the proposition or assertion “P” is true (or is a correct description) if and only if P, and (3) one knows that a proposition is true (or is sufficiently justified in believing that a proposition is true) if and only if one has (or could have) evidence rendering “P” very likely to be true.20 Most philosophers also think that the radically transcendental nature of non-epistemic truth requires a commitment to the law of Bivalence, or the law of classical logic asserting that every well-formed indicative sentence will be either true or false, even if we do not have the faintest idea of how to confirm or verify it. But, as indicated above, some have argued that it is possible to hold a non-epistemic conception of truth without necessarily adopting the Law of Bivalence as we have just described it. Commitment to Bivalence is arguably definitive of non-epistemic conceptions of truth, but we will need to return to this item soon enough. Given these preliminary reflections, we may now turn without further delay to the main argument in this book.

			EF

			5. The Main Argument against Correspondence 
and Other Non-Epistemic Theories of Truth

			Correspondence and other non-epistemic theorists hold, and should hold, that some propositions, assertions, or beliefs fall within the extensional domain of their definition, explication, or characterization of the concept of truth. In other words, they assert, and should assert, that some propositions or assertions about the world are true, as they, along with all other alethic and non-epistemic theorists, understand truth. We might otherwise wonder just how they manage to generalize successfully in order to characterize the concept of truth from antecedent data consisting of clear cases of true propositions. Further, correspondence and non-epistemic theorists alike must also hold that some propositions that are robustly confirmed, or otherwise very likely to be true, are indeed true. As urged above, correspondence and alethic theorists typically claim that while some beliefs or propositions must be true, the only evidence we can have of them being true is that by all available evidence they are rendered very likely to be true.

			But they must also admit that some robustly confirmed beliefs, or beliefs very likely to be true, are not in fact true. From the simple fact that X’s belief that P is robustly confirmed, or completely justified at time T1, it does not follow that P is true in any non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ After all, the history of science numbers several robustly confirmed or completely justified beliefs that ultimately went the way of such items as the phlogiston theory of combustion, the caloric theory of heat, the humor theory of disease, the flat-earth hypothesis, the geocentric hypothesis, and absolute space and time—to name a few. In each of these cases, however, the evidence offered by the scientific community at the time they were initially accepted rendered such beliefs highly likely to be true alethically or in the correspondence or non-epistemic sense. Those beliefs were sanctioned by appeal to all the evidence then currently available and accessible for rendering beliefs highly likely to be true. Given their rules of evidence at the time, those advocating the above theses were completely justified in their beliefs by appeal to such rules or standards of evidence. They could do no better than that. Nor can we. Such evidence notwithstanding, we now say they were wrong, that some of their beliefs were not, and are not, true in any non-epistemic sense of the term. In fact, the geocentric thesis, for example, is just plain false, at least by universal scientific acclaim. Given the principle of Bivalence, such beliefs were seen to be demonstrably false at a later date. Certainly, so the non-epistemic theorists inform us, we were fully entitled to claim, on the evidence then available, that these propositions or beliefs were true, and we may certainly have been equally fully entitled to claim to know that they were true; but we did not know that they were true, as the appearance of subsequent evidence dissolved the earlier entitlement to know, or even to be completely justified in believing, that they were true. This point reflects the non-epistemic intuition that if a proposition is true at any time, it is true tenselessly. Thus, for the correspondence or alethic theorist, the history of science shows abundantly clearly that some of our robustly confirmed beliefs have turned out to be false; and so having a belief that is rendered highly likely to be true on all available evidence does not prevent it from being false. Indeed, some such propositions or beliefs, if induction is a reliable guide to the future, will be false, even though from an epistemic viewpoint they may well be robustly confirmed or supremely likely to be true on all available evidence.

			In passing, incidentally, it may be tempting to object to this last claim on the grounds that in the case of past-refuted theories and scientific beliefs, the people originally asserting such claims were not in fact completely justified, or they did not have a very high degree of probability of truth associated with their beliefs at the time, and that, hence, they were simply mistaken in their belief that they were completely justified in their beliefs.21 By implication, however, this objection advances the view that expressions such as ‘completely justified in believing that P’ or ‘has evidence rendering that assertion of P very likely to be true’ should be defined in terms that make it impossible that one’s highly confirmed beliefs should ever turn out to be false for any reason. Demonstrably, such a definition would require of all empirical knowledge that it be based on entailing evidence, because, apart from changes in the universe, that would be the only way ever to prevent future truth-value revision. Ostensibly, such a requirement is too strong for being all too Cartesian, and thus it entails global weak and global strong skepticism about the world.

			For the correspondence or alethic theorist, then, the question at this point is very clear: What is the method or procedure or criteria for reliably determining which statements about the world are in fact true? If their being completely justified, or very likely to be true, or robustly confirmed is not sufficient for determining which sentences are true, and if we do not have an adequate method or procedure for so determining which sentences are true, then correspondence or alethic theorists (along with all non-epistemic theorists) fail to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle and also the Reliability Principle.

			In fact, no correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theorist from Aristotle onward has yet offered even a minimally reliable criterion for distinguishing from among all those currently robustly confirmed beliefs in natural science those that will go the way of phlogiston and hence are not true in correspondence or non-epistemic terms, and those robustly confirmed beliefs that will not go the way of phlogiston and hence are true in correspondence or non-epistemic terms.

			Additionally, any alternative criterion that one might offer in this regard has been satisfied in the history of science by beliefs that went the way of items such as the phlogiston theory of combustion. Whether one’s favored criterion is common sense (obviousness), or a very high degree of probability, or even the empirical un-imaginability of the opposite, the history of science and common sense will present us with some rejected beliefs that had satisfied such a criterion earlier. There is good reason to think, for example, that the geocentric hypothesis was often awarded the common-sense equivalent of a probability value of 1. It’s not possible that we could be wrong about the existence of electrons, or it’s certain that the coast of California is longer than the coast of Rhode Island, or a mature California Redwood tree is taller than a blade of grass, or “I had a biological mother from the human species” are, for example, just the sorts of beliefs we cannot even imagine being wrong about. Still, for all that, we must take seriously the fact that the ancients, given their information base, could not imagine being mistaken about a number of beliefs that they were in fact mistaken about. Even if we know a good deal more than the ancients, however confident we may be about our beliefs, we are logically no better off in principle than they were because, like them, we assert our cherished beliefs relative to both current, but revisable, bodies of evidence and rules for interpreting them.

			The sound, albeit somewhat pessimistic, inductive inference here is that at least some of our current robustly confirmed beliefs we cannot even imagine being false will appear to future generations of scientists as outmoded as the geocentric hypothesis appears to us now. Relative to current evidence, the plain, simple, and awful fact of the matter is that if we assume, along with our correspondence, alethic, disquotational, or non-epistemic theorists everywhere, that among our robustly confirmed beliefs at any time there are those that are true in the non-epistemic sense, and those that are not, we have no way to pick out, or determine, justifiably the assertions that satisfy the correspondence or non-epistemic definition of truth.22 In brief, under the correspondence or alethic theory we have no way to decide which propositions are true because the only candidates will be those that are highly likely to be true, and in the class of propositions highly likely to be true, some propositions will be true and some false, and we have no way to decide which are which purely on the grounds of the very high likelihood of truth. This is the general dilemma for any form of the non-epistemic characterization or definition of truth.

			Nor is it apparently conceivable that we will ever find such a criterion. It seems clear that, with regard to our knowledge of the world, we can never attain to a degree of evidence higher than the very high likelihood of truth normally attained with very robust confirmation. The only way out of this impasse for the correspondence or alethic theorist would be to abandon the assumption that there are indeed demonstrably true sentences defined alethically, disquotationally, or in non-epistemic terms. But, for reasons already noted above, that way is folly for the alethic, correspondence, or non-epistemic theorist; it would guarantee skepticism, at least with regard to the traditional concept of knowledge. Accordingly, far from being a “miserable truism,” the alethic (or any substantive equivalent satisfying Tarski’s formula) theory of truth is irreparably defective as a theory of truth. It cannot succeed in satisfying the Non-Vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle. We can now summarize informally our main argument.

			Allow, for reasons urged above, that (1) whenever we refer to the correspondence theory we are referring to any instance of a non-epistemic or alethic theory satisfying Tarski’s definition, (2) for any correspondence theorist some propositions at any time in our language are true, and some of our robustly confirmed beliefs about the world are true while some are not, and finally (3) from the simple fact that one’s belief may be robustly confirmed and hence very likely to be true, it never follows that that belief is true. The main argument, then, for the irreparable defectiveness of the correspondence theory (or any other version of the alethic theory), as explicated above, we can now summarize informally as follows:

			P1. There is no adequate method, procedure, or criterion for determining reliably which among our robustly confirmed (or confirmable) or very probable beliefs are in fact true under the correspondence construal of truth; and it is not conceivable that there ever will be.

			P2. If P1, then we have no reliable method or decision procedure for deciding which propositions in our language are true under the correspondence definition of truth.

			P3. If the Non-vacuity Principle is strongly justified and if the Reliability Principle is strongly justified, then if P1 and P2 are acceptable, then the correspondence theory of truth is irreparably defective for any nonskeptical minimally adequate theory of truth.

			P4. The Non-vacuity Principle is strongly justified, the Reliability Principle is strongly justified, and P1 along with P2 are acceptable.

			Therefore: The Correspondence Theory of Truth is irreparably defective for any nonskeptical minimally adequate theory of truth.

			P2 is acceptable because the only candidates for truth about this world would be among all those propositions that are robustly confirmed or highly probable, and we cannot decide from among all robustly confirmed or highly probable beliefs those that are, from those that are not, true. The only criterion correspondence theorists or alethic theorists of any stripe accept, or can accept, for determining the truth of a proposition about this world is whether it is rendered very likely to be true or highly probable on the evidence available.

			P3 is acceptable because the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle require of an adequate theory of truth that we be able to determine (at least sometimes) by appeal to some minimally reliable decision procedure which assertions are true in the correspondence sense, and because P1 and P2 are acceptable. P4 is acceptable by reason of appeal to considerations we offered above when defending the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle and by reason of the evidence offered above for P1.

			It also follows from what we have just seen above that it is inconceivable that we will ever have an adequate decision procedure, criterion, or method for determining which propositions about this world are true non-epistemically from among all those that are robustly confirmed or very highly likely to be true. Failing to be able to decide which among robustly confirmed beliefs are true, rather than very likely to be true, results from the fact that, given what we ordinarily mean by ‘true,’ we would need something more than the high likelihood or probability of truth to reliably decide; and we simply cannot have anything stronger by way of evidence than what renders our beliefs very probably true or very likely to be true. If we could plausibly ask for something stronger we would be asking for something very much like entailing evidence, and that would be a condition sufficiently strong to guarantee skepticism. That is one reason why, as Rescher and others have noted, it is foolish to seek anything more than what we can reasonably get by way of evidence for the truth of P (Rescher 2003, 387n11).

			Another way of stating the above argument is as follows.

			Assume the non-vacuity of all non-epistemic conceptions of truth. In other words, assume, that is, along with all correspondence or non-epistemic theorists, that there are true propositions as truth is defined by those theorists. From this assumption we obtain the conclusion that the correspondence or non-epistemic conceptions of truth are unacceptable because of their failure to satisfy the Reliability Principle. For reasons just indicated in the last paragraph, demonstrable satisfaction of any non-epistemic conception of truth requires of us that, in accordance with the Reliability Principle, that we provide evidence rendering a belief more than very likely to be true. Providing as much cannot happen; and so we have a reductio of the original assumption that there are demonstrably true propositions when truth is understood in non-epistemic terms.

			Better yet, in any argument that characterizes, explicates, or defines truth non-epistemically and also argues or assumes that the proffered characterization has some demonstrable instances and, hence, is not vacuous, we can generate a conclusion that such a theory of truth is irremediably defective for any minimally adequate theory of truth simply because it cannot satisfy the Reliability Principle, and so is vacuous. Truth so characterized, moreover, cannot serve as a necessary condition for knowledge.

			EF

			6. How the Main Argument Differs 
from Other Similar Arguments

			A. The Argument from Unmediated Cognitive Access, the Meaning-Theoretic Argument, the Slingshot Argument, the Model-Theoretic Argument, and the Argument from Perpetual Revolutions in Science

			Notice that our main argument does not offer as a reason for rejecting correspondence or all non-epistemic conceptions of truth the familiar objection that the non-epistemic conception actually prevents our determining which sentences are true basically because that would require an independent unmediated cognitive access to the facts through which we must effect the comparison between the facts and what we assert them to be in our language. As we shall soon see in finer detail, this last objection admits of variations and has ardent defenders in philosophers such as Brand Blanchard and Peter Strawson. For various reasons, not the least of which has been offered by William Alston, this anticorrespondence objection many find unacceptable because it allegedly presupposes that any required comparison between the nonlinguistic facts and statements asserting what the facts are, we could achieve only via an immediate and nonjudgmental apprehension of what the facts are. According to Alston, for example, such mediation through a tertium quid is highly problematic and has never been solidly established.23 The main argument just offered above, to be sure, is quite distinct from the one Alston criticizes because it does not hinge on the claim that we must compare an unmediated immediate knowledge of the facts with our statements in order to ascertain whether our statements ‘correspond’ with the facts. Rather it simply denies that we can ever reliably pick out or decide which sentences in our language are true because, to repeat, under any theory of evidence the most we can do at any time is pick out those beliefs that we judge very likely to be true and, because among those beliefs some of them (how many we do not know) will be false under the correspondence or non-epistemic theorist’s definition, there will be no reliable procedure for determining which among those beliefs are actually true in the correspondence or non-epistemic sense. Both arguments conclude, admittedly, that under the correspondence theory, or any non-epistemic theory, we cannot succeed in deciding reliably which statements are true in our language and that hence the theory fails to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle. But the reasons for that conclusion are quite different in each case.

			As we shall also see, the main argument above is more defensible than the argument offered either by Brand Blanchard or P. F. Strawson, although one formulation of Strawson’s seems more compelling than its detractors are willing to acknowledge. By implication, it is presumably a strong point in favor of the epistemic conception that it does satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle simply by establishing which propositions are robustly confirmed or very likely to be true. Correspondence or alethic theorists, however, cannot satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle simply by agreeing by convention that we can determine which propositions or beliefs are very likely to be true.

			Observe also that our main argument above (18–20) is not a clean instance of the Meaning-theoretic Argument offered by Michael Dummett and others to the effect that unless we define truth in terms of justification conditions we would have no way of grasping the meaning of any assertions or propositions, although he does assert that we have no way of recognizing when the truth condition is satisfied under a correspondence or non-epistemic explication or definition of truth.24 More often than not, as we will see below, philosophers reject Dummett’s argument for its insinuating verificationism. But the adoption of verificationism is no part of the main argument above. It neither assumes nor implies any form of verificationism, at least as it is usually understood and explicated in terms of our common or non-epistemic conception of truth. It only asserts that grasping the meaning of any expression requires that we be able to reliably pick out or decide which objects among others fall within the extensional domain of the expression—if we can assume that the domain is not empty. Moreover, even if that were not a generally defensible hypothesis about the nature of meaning, we are at liberty to require it as a condition for any adequate theory of truth simply for the reasons mentioned above in the defense of the Non-vacuity Principle. To be sure, the Non-vacuity Principle might well be difficult to defend if we thought it nothing more than an instance of the view that the meaning of any nonanalytic proposition about this world is a function of whether we can verify it. That hypothesis itself, however, would presuppose that in trying to determine what ‘true’ means, we already know what ‘true’ means quite independently of whether we can reliably decide or pick out which sentences in our language are true as we define it.25

			Additionally, the above main argument is not even remotely similar to the Slingshot Argument offered by Davidson and others against the correspondence theory of truth; and this will also become evident after our examination of it in the next section when we probe other arguments against correspondence and other non-epistemic theories. Moreover, as we shall also see shortly, whatever else one might think about Putnam’s Model Theoretic Argument, the main argument above is not plausibly construed as an instance of it.

			Finally, as pessimistic inductions go, we should not confuse the main argument here with the familiar argument to the effect that there are no instances of the concept of truth, explicated non-epistemically, alethically, or disquotationally, in assertions about the physical world because, as the history of natural science palpably attests, whenever one theory replaces another, in so doing, it shows characteristically the falsity of the replaced theory; and because we can expect this replacement of one theory by another unto eternity with no one theory better than the other in principle, at no time will any theory, however well confirmed, ever offer any instantiations of the concept of truth as we ordinarily understand it.26 The main argument above, however, does not endorse the view that in the history of science whenever one theory replaces another it does so by showing that the theory replaced is false, and so the main argument here does not advance the view that there are nothing but false statements, or truth-value indeterminate statements, in natural science at any time.27 Rather, the main argument asserts only that some very highly probable beliefs turned out subsequently to be false, at least in the eyes of the correspondence or alethic theorist. So, the argument does not endorse the view that all claims made in science are false. When we come soon enough to examine the major objections against the adoption of epistemic conceptions of truth, it should then become equally clear why our main argument here, in conjunction with a critique of those objections, presents a convincing case against correspondence or non-epistemic theory and simultaneously favoring an epistemic conception of truth purged of the usual problems.

			But there are two other arguments more similar to the main argument than others, and we may now turn to them briefly to see just how much they differ from the main argument. The first is a generic argument shared by both Richard Rorty and Donald Davidson. The second Crispin Wright offers. The conclusion emerging from consideration of these arguments is that while the Rorty-Davidson argument is similar to the main argument, it fails for various self-defeating features that do not attend the main argument. Wright’s argument seems to hit the nail on the head and to come closer than any other to the main argument. Unfortunately, Wright does not actually offer it as an argument for rejecting any non-epistemic substantive conception of truth as a satisfiable condition for human knowledge.

			B. The Rorty-Davidson Argument

			Richard Rorty has frequently argued that ‘truth,’ traditionally understood in terms either of correspondence to the facts or in terms of representation of the facts, cannot be a goal of inquiry because it is a vacuous concept. It is vacuous because there is no known reliable test for truth distinct from justification. Nobody will ever know for sure whether a given belief is true; so nobody can ever know which sentences or propositions or assertions in our language are true. By implication, truth can never be a cognitive goal of inquiry because one should never make a goal of something if one cannot recognize when the goal is satisfied (Brandom 2000, 2, 4; Rorty 1999, 71). For no matter how robust and convincing one’s evidence may be at any given time, the indispensable cautionary sense of ‘true’ drives home the enduring point that supremely justified beliefs can still be false and, from a historicist point of view, have often been abandoned as true because of the failure of later audiences to accept the justification offered to, and accepted by, an earlier audience fully convinced that the proposition in question was true, given the overwhelming evidence offered at that time to that community (Brandom 2000, 4, 5). Better by far, Rorty advises us, that we consider the traditional search for truth more fundamentally a search for justification relative to a contemporary audience, as that will be the most we can ever obtain. By extension, of course, so much the worse for the traditional search for objectivity, that is, for beliefs that are true independently of how we think or justify our beliefs, as that epistemic goal presupposes that we can attain the truth rather than merely justified beliefs, when in fact we have no way of knowing whether we have ever attained truth rather than justification. Objectivity, as we usually understand it, should be redefined to denote consensus in a community under the rules allowed by the community for reaching a consensus. For Rorty, that is the most we can reach at any given time. If that does not give us knowledge and truth as traditionally construed, so much the worse for those who object to it on those grounds. Their intuitions fund an ideal humanly unattainable (Rorty 1999, 71).

			Rorty rejects the frequent objection that justifications make no sense unless they are truth-conducive (Brandom 2000, 5). His point here is that we can just as easily construe justification in terms of convincing a community to accept a proposition based on the rules the community allows for acceptance of a belief, and if we made a necessary condition for a justified belief that the belief be rendered more likely to be true by the justification, we are again running off in search of truth as the goal of justification, a goal which, for reasons just mentioned, we would be better off to abandon (Brandom 2000, 11).

			Rorty sees no point to the counterreply that even if we could not determine which sentences in our language are true, nevertheless we could know that some of our beliefs are true, at least on the grounds that that would be the best explanation of the long-term predictive success of some scientific theories or hypotheses, or as the best way to explain our justificatory practices. He sees no reason why we should seek to explain such scientific success and regards truth as an explanation for such success a pseudo-explanation—not unlike the explanation for the dormitive power of opium in terms of opium having a soporific effect (Rorty 1999, 5).28 Moreover, he thinks there is no particular need to defend our justificatory practices by appeal to their capacity to advance truth, as that would be to fall back into the morass of seeking truth as a goal.

			Interestingly, Rorty came late in life to agree with Davidson that most of our beliefs about the world must be true, even though we cannot determine which of our beliefs are true (Brandom 2000, 375). Davidson has argued as much (while also maintaining that we have no way of knowing for sure which of our beliefs are true) on the grounds that we would otherwise have no explanation of our linguistic behavior and communicative success in understanding one another (Davidson 2000 in Brandom 2000, 70).29 Rorty quite clearly accepted that position (Brandom 2000, 374). But he does not see it as requiring very much of a change by way of his basic views about knowledge and the possibility of truth as a goal, or even the analyzability or definability of truth. Along with Davidson, Rorty agrees that the demise of correspondence or representational theories of truth do not require the establishment of another theory of truth. In fact, he says we should not even seek to characterize, explicate, or, as it were, offer any analysis or definition of truth. It is an indefinable primitive we all apprehend immediately without a definition (Brandom 2000, 26).

			To the charge that his epistemology is fundamentally skeptical or simply an endorsement of cultural relativism, Rorty’s response is that one can make of that an interesting objection only if one had already shown that alethic truth should or could be a cognitive goal. Moreover, he sees his position in the end as an argued plea for the view that knowledge should be construed in terms of justified belief relative to the evidential standards of acceptance accessible in the current community in which one seeks to persuade the community of some belief or other (Brandom 2000, 11). In such a world, one’s knowledge may be fallible and defeasible, but if defeasibility is an essential component of all scientific or empirical claims (and he has no doubt about that), it is difficult to see how the immutability of truth in its traditional characterization could be retained and achieved as a cognitive goal. So, it’s hard to see how such a criticism would be anything more than question-begging.

			To the added objection that in denying the analyzability of any concept of truth as an attainable goal, Rorty has not given the epistemic theory of truth much of a hearing. Rorty refers lovingly to Putnam’s later observation that all such epistemic efforts crumble before the cautionary use of ‘true,’ as there is an obvious world of difference between splendid justification and truth, and no matter how well justified one’s belief may be, that does not entail its truth traditionally described in terms of correspondence or representationalism (Rorty 1999, 4; Putnam 1985, 106).

			Donald Davidson, for different reasons, but mostly having to do with his defense of the slingshot argument (see section C) has argued that although we know many things, we never know for certain which propositions in our language are true. Like Rorty, he has argued that therefore there is no point to calling truth a goal of inquiry (Brandom 2000, 67; Davidson 1996, 16–19). Like Rorty, Davidson also believes that we have no adequate criterion or test for truth. But the force of his argument against truth also extends to the implications of a radical defeasibility thesis borne of a universal fallibleness. Even so, as we also saw above, Davidson has long maintained that the majority of our beliefs about something which we meaningfully converse must be true; otherwise there would be no explanation for our success in terms of our understanding each other. This latter line of argumentation is often dubbed “the argument from charity.” Although Rorty came to accept Davidson’s argument from charity as showing that we mostly “get it right” so to speak, or that most of our beliefs about the world are true, he does not see this conclusion as requiring much of a change in his basic position, as outlined above. After all, as he sees it, we still cannot have truth as a goal, and we still will never know which propositions are true; so we might just as well seek justification as long as we remember that attaining justification is no reason for thinking that we have thereby attained a higher probability of truth understood alethically or non-epistemically.30 We cannot suppose that our justifications are more or less adequate depending on whether they render beliefs more or less likely to be true.

			C. How the Rorty-Davidson Argument Differs

			There are similarities between the main argument above and the argument offered by Rorty and Davidson for the view that the correspondence or representationalist theory of truth is hopelessly defective. The main argument explicitly advances the view, shared by Rorty and Davidson, that we have no minimally reliable way of determining which sentences, assertions, or beliefs are true rather than supremely justified, robustly confirmed, or fully warranted assertible, and, moreover, this shows something essentially defective about our common conception of truth as an essential component of any presumptively viable theory of knowledge requiring a capacity to determine reliably which of our beliefs or statements are true. Further, like the main argument, Rorty and Davidson appeal crucially to a pessimistic induction from past failures of supremely justified beliefs to support the view that we have no minimally reliable test for showing which of our beliefs or which assertions in our language are true. As a matter of fact, it might appear that the conclusion of the main argument is not much different at all. Even so, the differences between them are substantive. Let me say why.

			First of all, recall that the main argument above is a reductio of the position advanced by all advocates of substantive non-epistemic conceptions or theories of truth, and so it will be a reductio of Rorty and Davidson’s position because theirs too advances the view that most of our beliefs about the world are true in some fundamentally non-epistemic sense at the heart of any anti-epistemic conception or explication of truth. Non-epistemic theorists believe that there are some true beliefs or statements so characterized. They also believe that in fact we have succeeded in asserting at least some such statements or beliefs from among all our highly justified beliefs, some of which of course are not true even though they can be as strongly justified as those that are true non-epistemically. If they, the non-epistemic theorists, did not believe as much, they would have no reason to think there are any such statements or beliefs, rather than that all beliefs are merely justified in varying degrees of strength. But, if the Non-vacuity Principle is generally acceptable, and if, as the main argument affirms, there is no reliable way to determine which among our highly justified beliefs are true, it follows that there is no reason to suppose that there are indeed true statements as so characterized. At least, that is what Rorty and Davidson should have believed.

			The argument offered by Rorty and Davidson, however, goes on to affirm that there are indeed true statements or beliefs characterized in non-epistemic terms, and so their argument would be undermined, rather than supported by the main argument.

			Second, the Rorty-Davidson argument is intended quite explicitly to undermine first and foremost the common conception of truth specified as ‘correspondence with the facts’ or ‘representation of the facts’ where the facts allegedly indicate the way the world is in itself quite independently of how we might view them or believe them to be. Presumably, however, Rorty and Davidson would be quite willing to extend their argument explicitly to every substantive non-epistemic conception of truth, including disquotational, alethic, deflationary, and minimalist. After all, both Rorty and Davidson argue for the same shared reason that most of our beliefs about the world at any given time must be true, and they certainly do not mean to endorse any epistemic conception of truth in the interest of explicating just what exactly they mean when they say as much. In fact, Rorty and Davidson’s explicit appeal to the cautionary sense of ‘true’ as evidence against the epistemic conception of truth is an appeal presupposing that the alethic or disquotational concept of truth is the generally correct explication or characterization of truth.31 In making such an appeal they have both argued against any epistemic conception, characterization, or explication of truth and, in so doing, have by implication affirmed the essentially non-epistemic character of truth as the correct explication or characterization of truth, when affirming that most of our beliefs about the world at any time must be true. The main argument, as we saw, extends itself more explicitly to the view that if we are to avoid asserting that nobody knows anything at all, we must abandon any and all explications or characterizations of truth in terms of non-epistemic explications or characterizations of truth; for it is a feature of all such characterizations that we have no adequate criterion or test for determining which sentences are true as so characterized. As such, under the main argument all characterizations of truth in fundamentally non-epistemic terms fail to be meaningful or comprehensible in some crucial sense because they fail to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle in that there is no reliable test or method for determining which propositions or beliefs fall within the extensional domain of ‘true’ when truth is so analyzed, characterized, or explicated. The Rorty-Davidson argument, unlike the main argument, apparently suffers from the internal inconsistency of both rejecting truth understood in non-epistemic terms and then arguing that there are indeed many such truths.

			Recall that in defending the Non-vacuity Principle back before we introduced the main argument, we saw that one of the central reasons why we should accept that principle is that we have no way to explain how a native speaker could fail regularly to determine which objects fall into the extensional domain of a concept such as ‘giraffe’ after allegedly and noncontroversially correctly characterizing what ‘giraffe’ means, assuming that the domain is not empty, except to say that he does not understand what the term or concept really means, even if he says along with everybody else that the term obviously means what he says it means. As with ‘giraffe,’ so it is with ‘true.’ This, admittedly, is a distressing conclusion because it asserts seemingly mutually exclusive conclusions to the effect that even though we all know, platitudinously or trivially so, that a belief, sentence, or assertion is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case, nevertheless a semantics consistent with avoiding skepticism of a pernicious sort must abandon that characterization of truth no matter how familiar or transparent it seems to all of us. Proponents of the main argument should be willing to abandon any substantive discourse on truth that would imply that, in virtue of a proposition being true, there are at least some propositions that are demonstrably true in a non-epistemic sense. For them the argumentation offered for the Principle of Non-vacuity would render such claims essentially incomprehensible because we cannot determine which sentences fall within the extensional domain of the concept so defined. It’s that simple.

			In comparison, however, it seems clear that both Rorty and Davidson avidly assert that, although all epistemic concepts of truth are radically unacceptable and are therefore ‘true,’ even if not definable or analyzable in any robust sense, is to be explicated essentially non-epistemically, most of our beliefs about the world are in fact true non-epistemically. If one accepts the Principle of Non-vacuity and the reasoning behind it, the very assertion that most of our beliefs about the world are true non-epistemically is incomprehensible as long as one cannot ever reliably determine whether any particular sentence falls within the extensional domain of that concept even when the characterization is not robust but nonetheless sufficient to distinguish it from the epistemic. In short, the third notable difference between our main argument and the argument offered by Rorty and Davidson is that the advocates of the main argument will, in the interest of avoiding incoherence, abandon any claim to the effect that even some of our beliefs about the world are true in some attenuated or unassuming non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ The argument offered by Rorty and Davidson does not avoid that charge of incoherence or inconsistency as long as the argument is accompanied by the claim that most of our beliefs about the world at any given time are true even though we cannot determine which of them are true and which are not.

			Followers of Rorty and Davidson might, in response, be tempted to reject the main argument on the grounds that the early argumentation provided for the Non-vacuity Principle, namely the argumentation to the effect that one does not know what ‘true’ means if in fact one is never able to determine whether some sentences or beliefs are true, is wrong for being so counterintuitive since obviously we all know trivially and platitudinously what ‘true’ means. If the followers of Rorty and Davidson are so tempted, then they need to find some better way to explain how it is that we can allegedly know what ‘true’ means, but we always fail to be able to justifiably determine which sentences are true about the world while simultaneously asserting most of our beliefs about the world at any given time must be true. But sometimes it is admittedly difficult to know whether they would agree that the Principle of Non-vacuity, implying as it does that we do not know what ‘true’ means if we cannot reliably decide which of our highly justified beliefs are true under our preferred explication, is something to which they are committed. As just noted, if they are not, then they should be; and if they are, then their argument in conjunction with the claim that most of our beliefs at any time are true is incoherent for being uttered as if it had some real meaning.

			Doubtless, Rorty and Davidson, as a result of accepting the impossibility of our ever determining which of our beliefs are true, have been quite happy to embrace skepticism in some traditional sense insofar as traditional epistemology requires a minimal capacity to determine which of our supremely warranted beliefs are true as a necessary condition for any nonskeptical epistemology. This ostensibly is the message of their arguing that it is pointless to keep truth as a cognitive goal, as such a goal is usually understood to be co-extensive with the view that all knowledge must be true. However, if that position is not to drain all meaning from the concept of knowledge (even as employed in sentences such as, as we do not know for sure, or for certain, which of our beliefs are true), it will need to characterize ‘true’ in terms of supremely warranted assertibilities; but then that is clearly what Rorty and Davidson rejected when they claimed to know that most of our beliefs about the world are true.32

			In the first instance, to summarize, the main argument is in fact a reductio of all non-epistemic characterizations of truth and so undermines the general argument Rorty and Davidson adopt while asserting that most of our beliefs at any time are true non-epistemically. Second, the main argument takes correspondence or representational conceptions of truth to be readily analyzable as instances of non-epistemic or alethic, deflationary, or disquotation truth, and argues that there is no reliable decision procedure for determining which propositions or beliefs are true even when one abandons correspondence and retains non-epistemic, disquotational, alethic, or deflationary concepts of truth. So, the second principal difference between the Rorty-Davidson argument and the main argument is that, since the latter does not require for its effectiveness that we reject epistemic theories for the allegedly fatal objection that such theories confuse truth and justification in overlooking the fact that sentences or beliefs can be completely justified and false, it is not subject to the charge of internal incoherence—even if we charitably suppose Rorty and Davidson meant in their argument that there is no test for truth to embrace all non-epistemic conceptions of truth rather than merely those forms that construe truth non-epistemically in terms of correspondence to, or representation of, the facts. The main argument takes as the most primitive explication of our ordinary conception of truth the claim that a statement, belief, assertion, or sentence is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case and runs to the conclusion that any explication of truth in these terms, and not simply those that seek to explicate it in terms of some concept of correspondence with facts or representation of facts irreducible to the primitive explication, will be vacuous and incapable of serving any useful role in a nonskeptical epistemology.

			Third, while Rorty and Davidson’s frequent assertions to the effect that we have no reliable criteria or tests for determining which sentences in our language are true often rest on a similarity to the pessimistic induction at the heart of the main argument in the evidence offered for P1, nevertheless, Rorty and Davidson often fail to defend the position in a way that makes the ensuing abandonment of truth as a goal plausible against certain rejoinders; and when they do, the arguments are not particularly convincing. For example, a number of people have challenged the position Rorty and Davidson adopt in asserting both that nobody knows what a true proposition is and that nobody can therefore successfully pick out or justifiably determine which sentences in our language or which of our beliefs are true. After all, so the objection goes, while we often have troubles in this area, it certainly seems “Cats do not grow on trees,” “Somebody voted for Mondale in a presidential election,” “At least one human being lived on the planet earth in the year 1980,” “I have two hands,” “Most adult human beings have attained to a height somewhere between one inch and fifty feet.” In response, Rorty and Davidson simply take it as obvious that the essential defeasibility of all empirical claims, in conjunction with our past failures to turn “pigs ears into silk purses,” renders such assertions as no more than justified, no matter how firmly accepted, while the objectors take this response as a question-begging modus tollens of the essential defeasibility of all claims. Nor does Davidson seem to have done any better than this when simply urging by way of response that the road to hell is paved with common sense of the sort indicated.33 The main argument is different in that it offers a detailed response to the appeal to common sense or the un-imaginability of the opposite as a way of seeking to refute the claim that we will never know for sure which of our beliefs are true.

			Similarly, Rorty and Davidson do not respond to the plausible objection that they may well be guilty of imposing stipulatively a Cartesian requirement by demanding of justifications, if they are to give us truth, something more than is humanly possible, and then faulting traditional epistemologists for not satisfying it. As we saw above, Rorty says we do not know for certain, just as Davidson says we do not know for sure, which propositions are true in our language, or whether any of our beliefs are true. They both claim that we can never be more than strongly justified in believing that any belief is true, but that that will not be enough to establish the truth of a proposition. Their critics can, and do, reply that it is unreasonable to require of a justification more than a great deal of evidence to satisfy us that it is true, for that is all we can ever obtain; and asking for more seems like a purely arbitrary Cartesian demand for certainty when in fact we never do ask for it, and obviously have knowledge and truth in spite of that. As we shall see shortly, however, advocates of the main argument have the resources at hand to answer the same question when leveled at them. In short, the main argument agrees with Rorty’s and Davidson’s frequent claims that we have no reliable decision procedure for determining which beliefs or sentences in our language are true, and leans heavily on the pessimistic induction Rorty and Davidson so often assert to show that we cannot determine which sentences are true simply by pointing to splendid justifications on their behalf. However, the main argument counters well the Cartesian Objection simply because it never asserts or implies that we need to know for sure or for certain which of our beliefs are true in order to determine which of our beliefs are true among all those that are highly justified. It only asserts that we need to have a reliable test for picking out such sentences or beliefs. It is not at all clear how Rorty and Davidson would avoid the Cartesian objection to their argument. Presumably, they would now settle for the claim that we simply do not know which sentences or beliefs are true. The main argument, of course, will differ on this item for implying that we are not even justified in believing some highly justified belief is true rather than simply highly justified.

			Last, turn to the Rorty-Davidson argument that truth cannot be a goal of rational inquiry because there is no adequate test for determining which of our sentences, statements, or beliefs are true. This part of their argument admits of certain objections that the main argument avoids because it, unlike the Rorty-Davidson argument, does not assert that most of our beliefs about the world at any given time are true non-epistemically even though we cannot determine which of our beliefs are true. The main objection is this.

			The disjunct proposed by Rorty and Davidson here is clear. The goal of inquiry is to be exclusively either truth or justification, where justification is apparently understood not to be truth-conducive in any non-epistemic sense. But even if one accepted Rorty and Davidson’s point that most of our beliefs at any time must be true, one need not accept such a disjunct and thereby abandon truth as a cognitive goal simply because we cannot justifiably determine or pick out which of our beliefs are true. After all, if as Rorty and Davidson say, most of our beliefs about the world must be true in some non-epistemic sense and that these beliefs or statements are the product of linguistic understanding produced under the auspices of very rudimentary empirical methodology, why not say that truth really is our ultimate cognitive goal achieved as the product of empirical reasoning so necessary for linguistic understanding even though we cannot justifiably say which of our beliefs are true? That would make justification our proximate rational goal, but the truth so inevitably produced thereby and accounting for our successful linguistic behavior our ultimate goal. In this manner we might agree with Akeel Bilgrami, for example, that one would be blind epistemologically to the true propositions about the world but have as a goal the attainment of truth as the object of the use of the methodology of science which produces the understanding we can only explain by asserting that most of our beliefs about the world must be true.34 In short, even if we granted that most of our beliefs about the world are true for the reasons Rorty and Davidson accept, it by no means follows that one must abandon truth as a goal simply because we have no reliable method to determine which of our beliefs are true—unless of course we simply and stipulatively define having a cognitive goal in truth as co-extensive with having adequate tests for determining which of our beliefs are true. We could still have truth as an ultimate goal produced by adherence to justification conceived of as a proximate or immediate goal.

			Certainly, Rorty and Davidson conceived their argument as having a crucial implication about truth as a cognitive goal, an implication the main argument need not have. For reasons that should by now be clear, neither option would be open to the advocates of the main argument because, as we saw above, the main argument proscribes talking about truth (non-epistemically explicated) as meaningful discourse not only when we say that most of our beliefs are true, but also when we say that truth is not a goal, whether direct or indirect.35 Let us turn now briefly to another argument similar to the main argument, an argument proposed by Crispin Wright.

			D. Wright’s Argument

			Crispin Wright agrees with core premises of the main argument not only because he adopts what is arguably an equivalent formulation of the Principle of Non-vacuity,36 but also because he has argued quite explicitly that if, as is the case, defeasibility is a property of all assertions about the independent world (1986a, 271), then no matter how strongly evidenced one’s claim may be, there would be no way to show that the truth condition is satisfied even when one is fully entitled to assert that it is (1997a, 268, 274–75). He finds this result produces an “instability” in the concept of knowledge because, where defeasibility is a feature of all claims about the world, the truth condition for knowledge cannot be shown to be satisfied by appeal to any amount of evidence or criterial satisfaction consistent with defeasibility. He formulates this argument in the context of criticizing the orthodox view of Wittgenstein’s doctrine on criteria, which doctrine requires, inter alia, that (1) recognition of the satisfaction of criteria for P can confer skeptic-proof knowledge that P, and also that (2) to know of the satisfaction of criteria for P is always consistent with having or discovering further information whose effect is that the claim that P is not justified at all (1986a, 268). For Wright, knowledge is not the sort of thing that one can ever lose once one has it because truth when properly tensed is eternally stable; but defeasibility implies that one can lose one’s knowledge (and hence truth) in virtue of losing one’s justification under further examination (1992, 45–46; 1986a, 274).

			Wright does not take this remarkable “instability” as proof positive that the instability in question roots in a clean contradiction whose evidence or criteria for P be logically entailing in order to produce the conclusiveness of belief necessary for the stability of truth and the imperishability of knowledge or truth as we ordinarily and platitudinously understand it. Rather he apparently abandons the scene of this beautiful accident in a manner not unlike an insouciant Mister Magoo, tickled pink perhaps that this is a problem merely for the orthodox view on Wittgenstein’s concept of criteria and that in the end we must, at any rate, keep knowledge as an imperishable commodity without giving up on defeasibility. If, as is arguably the case, Wright’s critique of orthodox epistemology is compelling, then in order to avoid a nasty skepticism, we would need either to abandon truth as a necessary condition for knowledge (because it could never be shown to be satisfied) or to keep it and abandon defeasibility. But keep both we cannot. The main argument above takes the first alternative and, in a limited revisionary thrust, redefines truth in terms of warranted assertibility in an effort to avoid skepticism while fully accepting universal defeasibility as a historically grounded conclusion based on a pessimistic induction from our past cognitive failures with splendidly justified beliefs as evidence allegedly sufficient for showing the truth of such beliefs. Ultimately, however, that is not an option for Wright for many reasons, not the least of which is that we cannot, he affirms, succeed with a warranted assertibility semantics (1997, 275–77, 285); and any attempt to replace truth as we ordinarily understand it (minimalistically and non-epistemically construed) for a species of warranted assertibility would be an unacceptable retrenchment to a more modest concept of knowledge but would produce a concept of knowledge quite different from our ordinary concept of knowledge and open to various well-known objections ranging from the fact that there is an obvious semantic difference between truth and warranted assertibility, to the charge that substituting one for the other in the name of avoiding some skepticism only produces a deeper skepticism wherein the truth of a claim would remain forever beyond our ken (1992, 19ff).

			E. How Wright’s Argument Differs

			It is difficult to imagine any skeptic seeking to exploit the stress between universal defeasibility and a demonstrably satisfiable truth condition not being refreshed by the flirtatious encounter with Wright’s sympathetic construal of the skeptic’s position to the effect that if there is knowledge, and knowledge is true, the sense in which it is true, given defeasibility, cannot plausibly be construed in terms of truth as we ordinarily understand it. In spite of that, however, the skeptic may feel jilted in the end by this passing noncommittal encounter, however stimulating, just because Wright ultimately abandons neither our common conception of truth as a necessary condition for knowledge nor universal defeasibility. Wright retains both universal defeasibility and traditional truth as demonstrably satisfiable conditions for knowledge. So his argument differs crucially from the main argument in that the main argument does not affirm the instability in question as a sufficient reason for abandoning either every non-epistemic conception of truth as a demonstrably satisfiable condition for human knowledge, or defeasibility as a necessary condition for knowledge. The main argument comes down on the side of keeping defeasibility as a necessary condition for human knowledge.

			F. McDowell’s Critique of Wright’s Argument 
as a Critique of the Main Argument

			While it does not bear on our immediate efforts to show how Wright’s argument differs from the main argument, McDowell has rejected Wright’s argument that there is a serious question of whether the promise of knowledge can be fulfilled where truth is a necessary condition for knowledge and where defeasibility is also a necessary condition for any belief about the world however strongly supported by one’s evidence. One good reason for examining here McDowell’s reasoned rejection of Wright’s argument is that, if it succeeds, it would appear to succeed equally well against the main argument because the main argument, albeit more definitively than Wright’s argument, urges unambiguously that the truth condition for knowledge is not demonstrably satisfiable against a background of universal defeasibility. Is it possible that McDowell’s argument against Wright’s position could also undermine the main argument?

			McDowell’s strategy is to grant that fallibilism (construed simply as the view that one can make mistakes in one’s claims about the world) is true, but that generalized defeasibility is false, and that the skeptic’s position (which he identifies with the argument offered by Wright, and which also could be extended to the main argument) is really something of a knee-jerk reaction to an argument not at all unlike the traditional argument from illusion. By seeking to show that this latter argument, as classically construed, is quite unacceptable he seeks to show that the sort of defeasibility necessary for the skeptic’s position in general is not attainable.

			The traditional Argument from Illusion begins, McDowell notes, with the premise that sometimes we do perceive things as they really are, and sometimes we do not; and then proceeds through the premise that because when we have been mistaken in our beliefs about things based on perceptual experience when they looked a certain way, we have no reason for thinking that, on the basis of the way things look, we can determine or know how things are. Therefore, if we are safe, we should conclude that, based on sensory perception alone, we never see things as they are (1998c, 322; 1995). McDowell’s reply to this argument is that in some cases we directly see how things really are, and this is not an inference from the way things look but rather from a simple perception of how things are. Of course, he might have noted that the first premise of the argument is inconsistent with the conclusion. But more on that shortly.

			To the question of how we are to determine which of our beliefs are direct perceptions of how things are, rather than faulty inferences from the way things look, his answer is that this “depends on our being properly sensitive [where ‘properly’ expresses a rational assessment] to how things look to us” (1995, as cited in McDowell 1998a, 407n18). Unfortunately, this reply makes it look as if the criterion for determining which of our perceptual beliefs are items of direct non-inferential knowledge is something like the feeling that it is a factive perception rather than a deceptive one.

			Some critics may find McDowell’s reply an inadequate attempt to slay the argument from illusion and restabilize the traditional Wittgensteinian orthodoxy in the aftermath of Wright’s argument. Abandoning defeasibility (and not fallibilism) as McDowell does, is certainly one way to avoid what Wright has described as the unfortunate ‘instability’ occurring when one simultaneously adopts both defeasibility and the need for a demonstrably satisfiable truth condition that furnishes skeptic-proof knowledge; and although there is a mystical quality to the solution, it is by no means clear that McDowell is obviously wrong in abandoning the defeasibility condition. It may be that unless one just sees in some fundamental way that certain things are so, one could not understand anything.37 But this is a long story for another occasion although, to be sure, the sort of defeasibility necessary for the main argument would be inconsistent with a good defense of McDowell’s position, and McDowell’s position may need to do more by way of showing that the pessimistic induction at the root of the defeasibility condition in the main argument is defective in some demonstrable way that goes beyond asserting that in fact we do see how things are from time to time purely on the basis of perceptual experience.

			In the end, it seems likely that Wright and the proponents of the main argument would respond that the sort of generalized defeasibility they advance is simply not based upon some fundamental form of the argument from illusion in the way indicated by McDowell. They might, for example, argue that defeasibility is more the product of an inductive generalization from the fact that some of our most robustly confirmed beliefs about the observable world turned out at a later date to be widely rejected in the light of evidence not available at the earlier date when they were initially asserted as true. In other words, Wright, and the advocates of the main argument, could equally well argue that defeasibility, contrary to what McDowell asserts, is funded less by some basic variation of the traditional argument from illusion than it is by the claim that we have no reliable method for determining which among all our robustly confirmed beliefs about the world are in fact true, and hence we ought not consider any of our beliefs, including our perceptual beliefs, as anything more than very likely to be true. The advantage of this sort of argumentation for defeasibility is that it not only avoids the charge often leveled against the argument from illusion to the effect that the first premise is inconsistent with the conclusion but it also takes the sting out of McDowell’s critique since the latter presupposes that defeasibility must be funded by appeal to some basic variation on the argument from illusion.

			McDowell might well reply that in any case we sometimes have immediate perceptual knowledge about how things are, and this knowledge is not an inference based upon how things look. Presumably, if this latter claim can survive, it would indeed refute the sort of universal defeasibility required for the success of the argument offered by Wright and for the success of the main argument. But, for the reasons mentioned above (and in the last note), the argumentation offered appears insufficiently persuasive.

			EF

			7. Forestalling Three Predictable 
Objections to the Main Argument

			The main argument, incidentally, does not deny that our common concept of truth is as Aristotle and other correspondence or alethic theorists (including Tarski) generally describe it. Stated differently, the main argument does not, in the interest of avoiding an objectionable skepticism, propose to either eliminate completely or even change our common conception of truth. It asserts only that our common concept or understanding of truth or the meaning we ordinarily ascribe to ‘true,’ as typically explicated in non-epistemic accounts, cannot successfully support a nonskeptical theory of empirical knowledge simply because it fails to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle, and hence cannot be part of either an adequate theory of truth or a satisfactory theory of knowledge that requires truth as a necessary condition for knowledge.38 It succeeds in other limited ways for other purposes (see below), but it needs to be replaced for constructing a generally adequate epistemology that avoids a pernicious skepticism.

			Second, the above argument does not confuse or conflate our common concept of truth with justification, warranted assertibility, verification, or the criteria for determining which propositions are true, as is so often claimed by non-epistemic theorists of every stripe when confronting any epistemic theory of truth.39 It merely insists that it is part of an adequate theory of truth that one be able to find under it a minimally reliable criterion, method, or decision procedure for determining which sentences about the world in our language are true under our proposed definition or explication of truth. This requires either abandoning or, at the least, supplementing our common conception of truth with one construed in terms of some suitably specified form of idealized justification. Calling the latter proposal a confusion or conflation of our concept of truth with justification or the criteria of truth, posited in the interest of changing or eliminating our common conception of truth, is, however common, a question-begging objection against the main argument which, if sound, justifiably calls for a supplement, or limited and selective replacement of our common concept of truth with the epistemic concept if we are to succeed in satisfying the Principle of Non-vacuity and avoid global skepticism. We shall return to this objection later for a fuller discussion of why it fails as a critique of the epistemic theory.

			Third, and related to the charge of confusing the concept of truth with criteria for truth, there is the objection that the Principle of Non-vacuity is in fact an endorsement of an impeachable verificationism simply because it requires of us that we be able to successfully determine or verify which objects fall within the extensional domain of a concept in order to grasp or understand that concept. Some, as we noted above, may find this objection 
a suitable refutation of the Principle of Non-vacuity for the reason that verificationism is widely criticized and often regarded as a refuted theory of meaning. This objection usually emerges in the context of denying that we need to have a criterion for justifiably deciding which objects are, for example, cats, in order to understand what ‘cat’ or “That’s a cat” means. Advancing this objection, for example, Richard Fumerton has noted that, according to some theories of meaning . . . for X to be meaningful, not only must it be possible both for something to be an X and for something not to be an X, but we must have criteria for distinguishing the Xs from the not-Xs. But for the more vague expression ‘criteria,’ this principle is, of course, familiar as at least a relative of the logical positivists’ old verifiability criterion of empirical meaningfulness (1995, 45). He hastens to add that, on the face of it, however, the verifiability criterion of meaning, even in its very weak forms, has little to recommend it because, as others have argued, we can entertain perfectly meaningful hypotheses that we could not, in principle, verify or confirm. He cites, as an example of the latter, the proposition, “There are things about which nobody has ever, or will have ever thought.” What are our criteria, he asks, for picking out the things about which we have never thought? He adds that far from being meaningless, the hypothesis is entirely plausible (1995, 45).

			In reply to this third preliminary objection, however, we can note that what is at issue is whether we can grasp the meaning of an expression without being able in principle to pick out reliably or decide justifiably which items fall within its extensional domain among those that do and those that do not, assuming that some do. More specifically, the question is whether we can understand or properly grasp the concept of ‘true’ if we can never reliably pick out or decide which sentences in our language are true as we ordinarily characterize ‘true,’ when we assume that some of the propositions we confront are in fact instances of our general and ordinary characterization of ‘true.’ Fumerton’s objection here seems problematic for readily construing the Principle of Non-vacuity as an instance of an outmoded and refuted verificationism. Even if verificationism were a refuted theory of meaning, it does not follow that adopting the Non-vacuity Principle is an instance of it.

			After all, verificationism, as traditionally construed, is a view about the meaning of any proposition about the world and, as such, it asserts that the meaning of a proposition is the conditions of its verification, where truth is understood in non-epistemic terms. The Principle of Non-vacuity is less a proposition about the world than it is a proposition asserting what is merely a necessary condition for understanding any concept that we would correctly apply to the world or objects in the world. This seems to be what philosophers such as Dummett and Davidson had in mind when they claimed that, as a matter of simple ordinary usage, we will not grasp what an indicative sentence means if we do not have the slightest understanding of what experiences would tend to confirm the sentence.40 It does not have the status of articulating necessary and sufficient conditions for the meaning of any indicative sentence, much less of propositions. It only requires for an understanding of meaning that we be able to decide reliably which objects fall within the extensional domain of the expression, if we assume that something does fall within it.

			Moreover, as we saw earlier, the justification for the Principle of Non-vacuity rests, in part at least, less on anything purely verificationist rather than on the fact that, given our standard usage, we would never say that Arthur knows what ‘cat’ or “That’s a cat” means if he could never reliably decide which objects in the neighborhood are cats, when confronted with the cats among other noncat objects in the neighborhood. If anything, the Principle of Non-vacuity owes its existence more to a use theory of meaning than it does to anything purely verificationist, at least as verificationism is traditionally characterized.41

			EF

			8. Does the Main Argument 
Confuse Truth with Certainty?

			Is it also tempting to think that the above main argument is flawed simply for demanding of the correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theorist in general, a criterion of truth requiring more than evidence rendering beliefs very probably true? It seems, one might object, as if in the name of satisfying the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle, we are imposing upon the correspondence theorist, as well as on any non-epistemic theorist, the need for a method, decision procedure, or criterion that somehow guarantees more than the high probability or likelihood of truth when in fact we generally accept and cannot attain to more than a high degree of probability of truth as sufficient for truth and knowledge. So, insisting on more than a very high degree of probability or likelihood of truth, as the main argument does, is just too Cartesian a demand for a reliable method of picking out the true sentences in our language. Doing as much, as Soames and others have asserted, is clearly guilty of confusing truth with certainty.42

			As tempting as this familiar objection may be, however, it misses the central point of the main argument. Under the main argument, in order to save the correspondence or non-epistemic conception of truth we would need at least a minimally reliable method, criterion, or decision procedure, namely, one which only sometimes (rather than more often than not) picks out the sentences that are true in our language from among all those very probably true. But as soon as we admit that among all those propositions highly likely or very probably true some are clearly true under the definition and some are false (as the correspondence and non-epistemic theorist must admit after looking at examples in the history of natural science), it seems only natural to ask, “But which among all the highly probable beliefs are those that are really true and those that are really false?” To that question our correspondence or non-epistemic theorist can offer no plausible response by way of an appeal to a minimally reliable criterion or decision procedure. But that is precisely what correspondence and non-epistemic theorists must do in order to satisfy the Principle of Non-vacuity. So, the method or procedure required to sustain the above main argument is not one that imposes arbitrarily on correspondence or non-epistemic theorists a demand for Cartesian certainty in assigning truth predicates. It merely requires an implausible minimally reliable procedure to sort among all the highly probable beliefs those that are really true from those that are not; and that cannot be done simply by appealing to the initial evidence that makes the propositions in question highly likely to be true or very probably true. Indeed, part of the force of the main argument consists in showing (rather than arbitrarily stipulating) that adequately defending the correspondence or alethic or any non-epistemic theory requires adopting a criterion or decision procedure that is indeed Cartesian in its demand for more evidence than what renders one’s beliefs very likely to be true or robustly confirmed, when in the nature of the case there is nothing more by way of evidence available to us, and we have nowhere else to go to satisfy the Principle of Non-vacuity.43

			EF

			9. Does the Main Argument 
Require Abandoning Truth as a Goal?

			As we saw above when discussing the Rorty-Davidson Argument for abandoning truth as a cognitive goal, if we construe having truth as a goal as just another way of having the goal of determining which statements, propositions, or beliefs are true, then certainly the main argument would require abandoning truth as we ordinarily understand it in non-epistemic terms. However, as we also saw, if we define the having of truth as a goal in terms of adopting a method that regularly produces propositions that in fact succeed in correctly describing the world, even though we have no way to justifiably say which of our beliefs or propositions fall among those beliefs, then it would make sense to talk about truth as an ultimate and indirect, but not proximate, goal of inquiry—the proximate goal being the same as determining which of our beliefs or assertions are true.

			But this is a misleading way of speaking if we have already argued that we cannot grasp the meaning of our common concept of truth because we cannot pick out which propositions or assertions are true in the ordinary non-epistemic sense. Better by far that we simply abandon non-epistemic truth as a goal of inquiry and talk instead of having the goal of establishing beliefs and propositions that succeed in correctly describing the external world. The assertion that there are indeed such beliefs or propositions flows from the argument that the best available explanation for the long-term predictive success of some scientific theories or hypotheses is that those hypotheses either assert, assume, imply propositions that succeed in some important measure in correctly describing an external world, even if we cannot decide which sentences have this property.44 In such a world we would have as a goal the establishment under the steadfast application of methods of science propositions or beliefs that succeed in correctly describing the world. That may be enough to satisfy non-epistemic theorists that the goal of truth seeking is still there implicitly even when we cannot reliably determine which sentences are in fact ‘true’ in the traditional sense. However, it seems important to remember that proponents of the main argument, in virtue of adopting the Non-vacuity Principle, will not be free to agree that this reconstrued goal is nothing more that an indirect goal of truth construed non-epistemically, when the more immediate or proximate goal of determining which beliefs are true cannot be satisfied. For advocates of the main argument, advocates such as myself, the non-epistemic conception of truth remains incomprehensible as long as we cannot reliably determine which sentences are instances of it; but there is no harm in living with the belief that nonetheless some of our beliefs about the world are correct descriptions of an independently existing world, if that is the only way to explain plausibly the predictive success of so many long-term empirical hypotheses and beliefs in natural science. The harm emerges when we begin to define or characterize truth in terms of propositions that have the property of correctly describing the world.

			In sum, the main argument certainly implies abandoning truth as a goal if such a goal would be identified with our being able to reliably determine which statements, assertions, or beliefs are true in any non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ That said, however, the epistemic theorist is still at liberty to assert justifiably and consistently that there are correct descriptions of an independent world. Such descriptions emerge from an impartial application of the methods of the natural sciences, and our goal to discover, without identifying, as many of them as possible will be satisfied as long as we continue to apply the methods of science and thereby produce more and more predictive success, thereby indicating that beneath the increasing 
predictive power there must be an ever-increasing body of correct descriptions. As we shall see later when examining the objection that all epistemic theories lead to idealism, epistemic theorists can, and do, adopt the position that they are very justified in believing that there is an external world and that some of our beliefs are in fact correct descriptions of it. But that sort of realism turns into blind realism when one adds that we do not have any reliable way to determine which propositions are in fact the correct descriptions, from among all those that we are justified in thinking true as we ordinarily conceive it.45

			EF

			10. An Objection from Common Sense

			In response to the main argument it may be tempting to further object that, as a simple matter of common sense, we obviously sometimes reliably pick out or decide which sentences are true sentences, as when we sometimes correctly pick out what things are ‘lions’ or ‘tables,’ for example. When we do the latter, we are picking out specific sentences such as “There’s a lion” or “There’s is a table” or “Cats do not grow on trees” as true propositions and our common sense indicates that we do so quite reliably. And in these cases we do so only by appeal to the high probability of truth. So, it’s a matter of common sense that we sometimes reliably pick out a true sentence even when the evidence renders them only highly likely to be true alethically. As we have noted (see note 33), this sort of reply Horwich offered as evidence to Davidson that we can make of truth a cognitive goal.

			By way of a rejoinder to this objection, however, the main argument does not deny that we often reliably pick out more or less correct descriptions of the world. Rather it denies that we have a reliable method or procedure for picking out which of our assertions about the world fall into the class of non-epistemically true sentences from among all those assertions some of which are, ex hypothesis, correct assertions and some of which are not, although all of which are highly likely to be true in the correspondence or non-epistemic sense. As we observed earlier, the deliverances of common sense have often failed us, hence they provide us with insufficiently firm direction by way of furnishing a criterion in sorting among the true and the very likely to be true. They do not allow us to decide reliably which sentences are, in fact, true alethically or non-epistemically among all those that are very likely to be true, but some of which are and some of which are not. In such a world we do not know how to pick out or decide justifiably which sentences are true in the non-epistemic sense.

			EF

			11. The Objection from the Paradox of Analysis

			There is another possible objection to the main argument, and it feeds upon the paradox of analysis. It notes that the main argument asserts that we have never reliably determined whether any particular proposed statement in our language is true, but only that particular proposed statements are very likely to be true; this is because we do not have a theory of truth that allows us under any principle of evidence to determine whether any proposed statement is true rather than very likely to be true in the non-epistemic sense. But, so the objection goes, if the epistemic theorist asserts as much, she then has the problem of explaining what it means for a proposition to be ‘very likely to be true’ and by implication what ‘true’ means in such expressions, and presumably she would say, or need to say, it means what we ordinarily and platitudinally mean by ‘true.’ Here, however, she faces the objection that one could not know what ‘true’ means in its ordinary sense unless one had antecedently been able to determine that certain statements are true in the ordinary sense of ‘true’ and generalized from clear cases what they all have in common and in virtue of which we call them true. In short, unless the epistemic theorist had been able in some initial way to say reliably which statements are true, as we ordinarily conceive of truth, she would never even be able to understand just what ‘very likely to be true’ means.

			But this objection assumes that those opposed to any non-epistemic characterization of truth can consistently accept the main argument and then buy into an explication of the concept of justification in terms of an appeal to the likelihood of truth explicated non-epistemically. The consistent epistemic theorist would be free, however, to explicate the concept of ‘very likely to be true’ in terms of having many convincing reasons (and no countervailing reasons) to accept a proposition as worthy of rational acceptance even if what it asserts to be the case is not the case. Better yet, along with Rorty, the epistemic theorist can simply construe ‘the very high likelihood of truth’ to mean nothing more than having very splendid reasons for thinking that P although there is no way to show that P by appeal to such evidence. In other words, the objection suffers from assuming that epistemic theorists can consistently explicate the concept of justification as if they themselves believed that truth, as a direct cognitive goal, is to be understood in non-epistemic or alethic terms. For epistemic theorists, however, no amount of evidence could ever show that a particular proposition is true non-epistemically or even very likely to be true in that sense—for that sense is forever vacuous. In this way, they can, presumably, continue to use expressions such as ‘very likely to be true’ when the term ‘true’ is recast simply in terms of having a belief warrantedly assertible as true in our ordinary sense, even if, as they will argue, that is a vacuous sense.

			Well, what about the related objection to the effect that if the main argument succeeds in showing that our ordinary concept of truth is vacuous and hence fundamentally meaningless, then the same argument should show that expressions such as ‘very likely to be true’ will turn out to be meaningless since ‘true’ in both cases is explicated non-epistemically. Why would this not render the main argument suspect since the conclusion should show meaningless the very distinction between ‘true’ and ‘very likely to be true’ employed in affirming that we never have more than a very high likelihood of truth, from which we ultimately infer that ‘true’ as we ordinarily understand it is vacuous? More succinctly put, if ‘true’ is vacuous and hence meaningless under the main argument, then so too should be ‘very likely to be true’; but if that is the case, then ‘very likely to be true’ should be equally vacuous and meaningless. The response is that, yes, as long as ‘very likely to be true’ is explicated in terms of ‘true’ equally characterized in non-epistemic terms, we would have a vacuous concept of justification if we define justification simply in terms of having beliefs very likely to be true. But, presumably, the epistemic theorist would take the main argument to show, among other things, that we cannot define justification in this way, rather than in terms of propositions we sincerely think to be true, that is, in terms of propositions sufficiently supported to warrant the belief that they in fact succeed in correctly describing the world even if in any given case one could never show that it is so. We will return again to this issue of whether the very concept of justification needs to be construed in any way that requires belief in the existence of true propositions non-epistemically construed. Until then, we can think of the epistemic theorist as asserting, by way of explicating the concept of justification, that no matter how much evidence one might have for thinking that a proposition is true in non-epistemic terms, that evidence will never show as much, although, by mere convention, of course, one might be entitled to assert as much on all the available evidence.

			EF

			12. A Proposed Reductio of the Main Argument

			It may seem tempting to object further that if the main argument offered above is sound, then, given the ordinary language justification of Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles for grasping or understanding the meaning of any concept, whenever anybody has only a very high degree of probability that some particular object is, say, a frog, nobody knows the meaning of the term ‘frog.’ In other words, by parity of reasoning, if we fail to grasp the concept of truth when it is construed alethically or non-epistemically because that construal would require more than a very high degree of probability to determine whether anything is an instance of a true statement, then we do not grasp the meaning of any concept as it is construed because that construal too would seemingly require more than a high degree of probability to determine whether anything in particular instantiates it. But, so the argument goes, since we obviously grasp or understand the meaning of many concepts, there is no special reason to suppose that we fail to understand the meaning of our common concept of truth when we cannot achieve anything more than a high degree of probability that some statement or other is true alethically or non-epistemically.46 There are two possible responses to this objection, depending on how we understand it.

			Recall, first of all, that the justification of the Principles of Non-vacuity and Reliability as capturing a necessary condition for any adequate theory of truth does not rest solely on the semantic point that an expression or term would be meaningless if one were not able to pick out or reliably determine which objects fall within the extensional domain of those terms or expressions. The point was also made that without the Principles of Non-vacuity and Reliability we would have only a definition of truth, and not a theory of truth, as we would have no way to pick out or determine reliably which are the true sentences in our language. So, the above objection could not stand as a generalized reductio of the Principles of Non-vacuity and Reliability as necessary for any presumptively adequate theory of truth. For that reason alone the main argument would not be undermined by the objection.

			Second, we may view this objection as asserting more fundamentally that if grasping or understanding the meaning of any expression, as it is ordinarily characterized, is parasitic upon our being able to confirm the existence of specific items in its extensional domain (assuming there are items in its extensional domain) with something more than a very high degree of probability, then nobody knows the meaning of those expressions if it any longer makes sense to say that they are meaningful. This conclusion, however, rather than undermine the main argument would simply reaffirm it more poignantly as a reductio of any non-epistemic conception of truth. The main argument implies that, given the Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles, if we characterize truth non-epistemically, and thereby require more than a high degree of probability to determine which statements are true (rather than very likely to be true), then nobody knows the meaning of any statement asserting the existence of anything in this world. In other words, if we are quasi-verificationist about meaning, and if we define truth alethically or non-epistemically and thereby require more than a high degree of probability to determine which propositions are true, then nobody knows the meaning of any expressions asserting the existence of anything at all. This would extend even to phrases such as assertions or ‘beliefs that succeed in correctly describing the world.’ But, as the anti-correspondence, or epistemic, theorist will agree, because it is obvious that we do understand the meaning of many such expressions, it follows that we cannot construe the meaning of expressions in terms of the conditions that verify them under an alethic or non-epistemic characterization of truth. The important point here is that the main argument conditionalizes the meaninglessness of any concept or expression upon the Principles of Non-vacuity and Reliability only when truth is characterized in radically non-epistemic terms, because so characterizing truth will require more than a high degree of probability to determine whether in fact something or other exists. The objection misses that essential point.

			Put somewhat differently, if we construe the meaning of an expression in terms of its verifying conditions and then fail to recursively define truth in terms of justification conditions (thereby ignoring the fact that we can never attain to anything more than a high degree of probability or credibility in asserting the existence of anything), then nobody knows the meaning of any term or expression asserting the existence of anything. Again, if we require more than a very high degree of likelihood or probability (suitably characterized) for determining which objects fall within the extensional domain of any term or expression, as would be the case if we defined truth alethically or non-epistemically, then indeed nobody would know the meaning of any expression or term; but since we in fact do know the meaning of many expressions or terms, it follows that we cannot define or characterize truth non-epistemically. Accordingly, there is no necessity here to abandon the Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles, rather than truth characterized non-epistemically. So construed, the epistemic theorist would need to view the above objection as strong evidence of having missed the folly of defining truth non-epistemically because, given the constraints of the Non-vacuity and the Reliability Principles, it leads to the view that nobody knows the meaning of any expression or concept. In short, the objection at hand fails to grasp the main argument as a crucial reductio of any substantive non-epistemic conception of truth, simply because if we accept any non-epistemic explication of truth along with defeasibility and the constraints of Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles, it would lead to the view that nobody grasps the meaning of any concept or expression.

			The point of our story thus far seems clear enough: If we are to have a nonskeptical theory of empirical knowledge with a truth condition, as well as avoid the claim that nobody understands or grasps the meaning of any concept or phrase, we must abandon any explication, definition, or characterization of truth in non-epistemic terms. This mandate extends to the classical correspondence theory, the disquotational theory, the alethic theory, and all species of minimalism and deflationism apart from redundancy and elimination theories; they all equally adopt the central point that a proposition is true if and only if what the proposition asserts to be the case is the case. It is that essential character of non-epistemic explications that the main argument seeks to undermine as a demonstratively satisfiable condition for human knowledge. This is not to deny, to repeat, that our common conception of truth or what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ is in fact non-epistemic. Rather it is to say again that as long as we endorse our common conception of truth, along with a defeasibility condition for knowledge, we end up not only with global skepticism for having a truth condition that cannot be shown ever to be satisfied, but also with the view that nobody ever grasps or understands the meaning of any concept or expression.47 What then to do?

			Following Carnap and others so inclined, we should stiplatively define a substitute concept of truth that, when suitably explicated, renders truth, as so defined, attainable without sacrificing too much by way of our deeper epistemological needs. Can this be done successfully? Or shall we simply settle for skepticism, giving up on the demonstrable attainability of truth (as we ordinarily understand it) and then proceed accordingly to define our highest epistemic goal simply in terms of what we sincerely believe to be, on the best available evidence, the very probably true, knowing full well that the very probably true harbors our common and vacuous concept of truth?

			We shall now examine the epistemic theory of truth as the only viable and substantive alternative candidate to any non-epistemic characterization of truth, and then say why, apart from those mentioned above, standard and non-standard objections to it are not acceptable, given that the main argument is now on the table. Once again, we may continue to assume that global weak skepticism is not a viable option, and we sometimes grasp or understand the meaning of some concepts or phrases. We do know something or other about this world, and we could not do that if we did not grasp the meaning of certain concepts or expressions. As counterintuitive as it may be, that is basically why we must abandon every non-epistemic theory of truth when defining the condition of truth actually represented in the knowledge we have. Either that or abandon any truth condition however characterized and settle for knowledge in terms of warranted assertibilities relative to standards of evidence embedded in our best scientific practice. In any case, I will defend later in part 3 the current assumption that global weak skepticism, as well as global strong skepticism, are indefensible positions. But I accept as false, without further comment, the claim that nobody ever grasps or understands the meaning of any term, expression, or assertion. Turn now to a defense of an epistemic conception of truth as a condition for human knowledge.

		

	


	
		
			II

			In Defense of 
Epistemic Truth

		

		
			As I remarked earlier, every non-epistemic theorist believes it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P; and so the truth of “P” does not depend on what we think, or even on whether we think. It simply depends on whether what is asserted to be the case in the proposition is the case. For the epistemic theorist, however, what is necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” is that the belief that P be established in a certain way that provides maximum evidence for accepting P as true in our ordinary non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ Again, we may also assume then that epistemic explications of truth, properly construed, need not be seeking either to define or to eliminate our common conception of truth, rather than to define stipulatively a substitute conception of truth suitable in terms of what we would be justified in asserting as true under our common conception of truth.1 Otherwise, as we saw above, there would be no way to avoid global weak skepticism for failing to satisfy the Principle of Non-vacuity.

			There are different accounts of the epistemic theory of truth. Some are more plausible than others. Charles Peirce, for example, sometimes defined truth as the property of the fated and irreversible opinion to be reached sooner or later on any answerable question by the community of scientific inquirers appealing continually, and indefinitely long, to the methods of testing and confirmation in the natural sciences (Almeder 1980a).2 He argued that there will indeed be such a fated final opinion on any answerable question (Almeder 1980a).3 He further believed that when that fated opinion is reached, it will also capture the truth of things as we commonly conceive of truth in terms of correspondence with preexisting facts, logically and causally independent of minds. Scholarly niceties aside, truth, for Peirce, is what is fully warrantedly assertible or ideally justifiably assertible in the community of scientific inquirers by its appeal to the methods of natural science, because that is the most we ever have to fully authorize the assertion of some proposition as true or false under our common conception of truth.

			Wilfrid Sellars, following a distinguished line of pragmatists, also adopted an epistemic conception of truth when defending the explication of ‘true’ in terms of ‘warranted assertibility’ (1986). Hilary Putnam has defined truth in terms of ‘warranted assertibility under epistemologically ideal circumstances’ (1981). Among other kindred philosophers that come to mind, to name just a few, are John Dewey (1938), William James (1909), Rudolph Carnap (1934), Michael Dummett (1978), John Pollock (1986, 125), and Brian Ellis (1969). In each case there is the substitution, for whatever reason, of the core correspondence or alethic or non-epistemic definition for one that would allow us to assert justifiably a proposition as true under our common, or alethic, conception of truth. By substitution, then, ‘true’ in these cases is defined in terms of the product of the method(s) used that would fully justify our asserting or believing that the proposition is true in the common or alethic sense. However, what fully justifies our asserting that some proposition or other is true will vary, depending on the epistemic theorist we consult, from Peirce’s conformity of belief to the idealized scientific opinion, to ‘epistemic permissibility’ or ‘freedom from reproachability’ relative to accepted standards of inference adopted by the community at large at any given time.4 But, again, in each case we can assume that epistemic theorists need not be denying that our common conception of truth is as the non-epistemic theorist says it is. Nor, in offering their various characterizations of epistemic justification, are they in fact trying to capture our common non-epistemic or alethic intuition as offered in Aristotle’s dictum. So, even if we accept the main argument above and, ceteris paribus, conclude that some form of epistemic theory is necessary to avoid global skepticism, just how we should define ideal justification is open to distinctly different and mutually exclusive options. Depending on how one construes the nature of epistemic justification, some epistemic construals are less objectionable than others. Nor can we assume that every epistemic theorist is arbitrarily redefining the concept of truth in epistemic terms out of a simple predilection for the joys of natural science. One need not define epistemic permissibility in terms of what is fully warrantedly assertible under the methods of the natural sciences (Almeder 2000).

			Predictably, there are objections to the differing construals of the epistemic theory. Some construals seem more vulnerable to criticism than others. If one asserts, for example, that truth is a matter of “superassertibility,” or “ideal justification,” or “completely warrantedly assertible belief,” or “epistemic permissibility relative to the current rules of inference” in our language, then critics will minimally want to see the latter characterizations fully explicated in ways that render them coherent and not guilty of tacitly assuming the existence of true propositions alethically defined. But let us begin the litany of familiar objections to accepting any formulation of an epistemic theory of truth.

			1. Preliminary Objections to the Epistemic Theory of Truth: The Failure of Epistemic Attacks on Correspondence or Non-Epistemic Theories

			In his book A Realist Conception of Truth, William Alston rejects various arguments attacking the non-epistemic or, as he prefers to call it, the alethic theory of truth. Thereafter he offers a set of well-articulated objections to any epistemic conception of truth, and he believes each is sufficient for rejecting any possible argument for the epistemic theory of truth (1996, chps. 3–6). He urges, after pressing other objections to various arguments against alethic theories of truth, that (1) there are counterexamples to any epistemic conception of truth because we can easily imagine true propositions that are not ideally justifiable, and ideally justifiable propositions that are not true; (2) the general account offered by epistemic theorists is viciously circular because the concept of ideal justifiability, in any of its forms, like the concept of justification in general, presupposes the concept of truth, understood alethically or in terms of correspondence; and (3) the epistemic position is incompatible with the acceptance of the necessary truth of all instantiations of the T-schema because, for any proposition “P” that schema represents the fact that P is both necessary and sufficient for its being true that P. Alston also considers two possible replies by the epistemic theorist to these objections. But he finds both of them without sufficient merit. Because many correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theorists undoubtedly find Alston’s criticisms of the epistemic conception of truth compelling, these objections merit close examination here. In so examining them, we will see that none of these objections are convincing. Thereafter, we will examine other fundamental objections to the epistemic theory, objections including the one asserting that if truth is not understood non-epistemically, there could be no knowledge or understanding of the external world at all, and hence it is the epistemic theory of truth, and not the non-epistemic or alethic theory, that implies global skepticism.

			A. The Blanchard Argument against Correspondence

			One of the most common arguments epistemic theorists offer for their position is a basic variation on an argument provided by Brand Blanchard against the correspondence or alethic theory of truth. Brand Blanchard argued that the correspondence theory of truth must fail because in order to determine under it which propositions are true, or which ones correspond with the facts, we must compare our judgments about the world with a knowledge of the facts unmediated by judgment. However, as Blanchard saw it, we have no conceptually independent or conceptually unmediated access to raw facts about the world. The force of this common argument, which we saw earlier when distinguishing it from the main argument and which goes to the core of any non-epistemic conception of truth, rests ostensibly upon the Principle of Non-vacuity asserting that a theory of truth should allow us in principle to determine which sentences in our language are true. But, so the argument goes, because the correspondence theory, or any non-epistemic theory, requires for this purpose that we compare the facts unmediated by judgment with our judgments about what the facts are in order to see whether the judgments correspond with the facts, and because we have no way to do this short of asserting, implausibly, that we indeed can have an inferentially unmediated and certain knowledge of the basic facts of the world necessary to establish the truth of our judgments about it, the correspondence theory of truth must fail. Under it, we would not be able to say which propositions are true and, hence, would have no mediated knowledge whatever.5 Blanchard might have added, of course, that this argument applies to any non-epistemic conception of truth since it is necessary and sufficient for them that we be able to determine whether our assertions or beliefs do in fact succeed in asserting to be the case what is the case.

			It would be erroneous to think, by the way, that this is the only plausible argument epistemic theorists might offer against the correspondence or alethic theory. There are several arguments distinct from this one and the main argument offered back in part I, section 5. For example, in addition to Blanchard’s argument, there is, we shall see, a more subtle and arguably distinct variation of that argument offered by P. F. Strawson; and there is another different argument offered by Davidson in the Slingshot Argument that he ascribes to Gottlob Frege and C. I. Lewis, among others. There is also the separate anticorrespondence argument offered by Michael Dummett and reflected in an argument offered by John Pollock in what is usually referred to as the Meaning Theoretic Argument. Additionally, of course, there is Hilary Putnam’s much discussed Model Theoretic Argument against the radically non-epistemic conception of truth and so is a direct assault on every instance of non-epistemic theory. Finally, there is the Rorty-Davidson argument, along with the Crispin Wright argument, which we examined in part I when we distinguished them from our main argument against non-epistemic theory. As we shall see, however, while some of these arguments against non-epistemic theory are strikingly more plausible than others, some are quite defective for different reasons. Moreover, one such argument is arguably as convincing as the main argument above, although we are here offering the main argument as the argument of choice against the correspondence theory (or any other substantive non-epistemic theory) and, in conjunction with a reasoned rejection of non-substantive views on truth, in favor of adopting an epistemic conception of truth. After showing as much, we will then turn to examining the remaining objections Alston and others raise against epistemic theories. This review and discussion of arguments against all forms of non-epistemic theory will, then, allow us to focus and highlight the force of the main argument offered earlier.

			B. Strawson’s Argument and Searle’s Critique

			Peter F. Strawson offered a more precise version of Blanchard’s argument and so, before examining Alston’s critique of Blanchard’s argument, it will be more informative to examine Strawson’s argument. Strawson thought that we should abandon rather than purify the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth. The correspondence theory, as he saw it, fundamentally misconstrues the nature of truth because it construes truth in terms of a relationship of correspondence between what is asserted in a proposition and the independent state of affairs, or facts, asserted to exist or to be represented in the proposition, and because it then affirms that the determination of truth under the correspondence theory is a simple matter of comparing what is asserted in the proposition with the nonlinguistic state of affairs in order to see whether the proposition or statement actually succeeds in correctly describing the facts or corresponding to the facts. If a proposition so succeeds, then we assign the predicate ‘true’ to the statement or proposition in order to designate the property the proposition has of so corresponding to the facts (1950).

			For Strawson, however, truth, as so construed, would actually be unattainable, because we cannot compare what is asserted in the proposition with the nonlinguistic or independently given facts that make the proposition true. As soon as we have carefully determined to our satisfaction what the facts are, we have already established the facts, and hence have no further need to compare the statement with the facts in order to determine whether the statement corresponds or represents the facts. For Strawson, then, establishing the facts just is establishing the truth of the statement asserting the existence of those facts, and so establishing the facts in order to determine by comparison between the statement and the facts whether the statement asserting the existence of the facts is true makes no sense. In short, for Strawson, as soon as we determine what the facts are, we have the truth of what is asserted; there is then no added necessity for making any comparison between a statement and the facts in order to determine whether the statement corresponds to the facts, because there are not two independent entities, the extralinguistic facts and the statements we need to compare with the facts in order to determine whether the statements correspond with, or properly describe, the facts. As Strawson says, “Facts are what statements (when true) state; they are not what statements are about” (1950, as reprinted in Pitcher 1964, 38). So, for Strawson, we cannot compare the linguistically independent facts with a statement in order to see whether the statement corresponds with, or correctly describes, those facts.

			In characterizing Strawson’s argument, John Searle asserts that:

			Strawson concludes not that the statement “True statements correspond to facts” is false but that the philosophical theory engendered by this tautology is false. Specifically, this philosophical theory makes the false claims that facts are non-linguistic entities and truth names a relation of correspondence between the linguistic and the non-linguistic. (1995, 207)

			In then responding to Strawson’s argument, Searle argues that the correspondence theory, when properly construed, avoids the criticisms offered by Strawson, because the correspondence theorist will urge that facts are not the purely nonlinguistic entities Strawson claims they are. So, for Searle, Strawson’s alleged refutation of the correspondence theory rests on the mistaken belief that all correspondence or non-epistemic theorists think that facts are non-linguistic entities, and hence one need only show that facts are indeed linguistic in nature in order to refute the correspondence theory. Searle’s response is that while facts must be expressed in propositions, facts are nonlinguistic states of affairs standing outside the statement and are what make the statement true when the facts are the way the statement asserts them to be. For Searle, facts are precisely nonlinguistic, and they are not complex objects or groups of objects. They are, rather, conditions in the world that satisfy the truth conditions expressed by statements (1995, 211).

			On reflection, however, Searle’s response fails to save the alethic or correspondence theory from Strawson’s argument. We are, after all, equally free to construe Strawson’s argument as asserting that the comparison between what is linguistic and what is not linguistic, required to determine whether statements are true as defined, cannot be made, not only because the entities compared are so very different but also because if we do not want to beg the question in favor of the correspondence theory of truth by appealing to judgments allegedly true about which facts exist, we must countenance the necessity of knowing what the facts are without the mediation of a judgment asserting what the facts are. Knowledge of the facts unmediated by judgments about what the facts are, or a pure knowledge of what the facts are unmediated by judgments subject to logical assessment, is what the correspondence theory requires, and that begs the question in favor of the correspondence theory of truth because it would assume that such knowledge is true in the correspondence or non-epistemic sense if we are to effect the requisite comparison successfully. So, Strawson could very easily grant to Searle that even if facts are not purely linguistic entities, the required comparison between judgments about what the facts are and the facts themselves, necessary for the correspondence theorist to determine which statements, assertions, or beliefs are true, cannot be made without defending the view that there is a pure knowledge, unmediated by judgment, of what the facts are. This conclusion, we may recall, troubled Blanchard and, because he thought there was no such pure knowledge, led him to reject the correspondence theory, and by implication any substantive non-epistemic theories.

			Moreover, in support of Strawson’s critique, one might also note that if we are to make the judgment of comparison successfully, we must assume on pain of consistency that the statements of what the facts are, are themselves true in the non-epistemic or correspondence sense—and what is at issue is precisely whether any statements can be true in any version of the non-epistemic sense without making the requisite comparison between the linguistic and the nonlinguistic. Even if this interpretation of Strawson’s argument is needlessly charitable, it nonetheless presents a distinctly persuasive argument and places a solid burden of proof on correspondence or non-epistemic theorists to defend the concept of unmediated knowledge of facts or otherwise stand charged with begging the question in favor of the non-epistemic sense under the label of correspondence and against epistemic theories when in fact a strong argument against non-epistemic theories is already on the table in the main argument offered in part I, section 5.

			But a possible problem with the Strawson argument, as here construed, is that it assumes by assertion that there cannot be a purely unmediated knowledge of what the facts are; and that if there were such unmediated knowledge, this Strawsonian argument would beg the question in favor of the non-epistemic or correspondence theory of truth. In short, it is plausible to think that if there were an argument for the unmediated knowledge of the facts, such an argument would, by implication, show that there is no question-begging activity involved in knowing what the facts are under the correspondence or alethic theory of truth. But, by way of response, it also seems to the epistemic theorist that the existence of 
unmediated knowledge is precisely what the correspondence theorist must show in order to avoid the charge of begging the question in favor of the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth. Efforts to argue as much often seem rare and unsatisfying.6

			In any case, while this interpretation of Strawson’s argument may not convince correspondence or non-epistemic theorists of the folly of their ways, it is certainly a stronger argument than the one Searle finds in Strawson, and it should not be rejected without a more careful examination than any yet offered by correspondence, disquotational, alethic, or other non-epistemic theorists. To date, among all the proposed arguments against non-epistemic conceptions of truth or the correspondence theory as traditionally conceived, Strawson’s seems the most compelling, even though it is not the purpose of this paper to advance it rather than the main argument offered earlier in part I, section 5. Indubitably, some may even find it more compelling. Moreover, its strength derives from the claim that under the alethic or correspondence theory, so construed, we cannot, for the reasons stated, determine in any non-question-begging way which statements are in fact true under the correspondence definition. As such, it implicitly endorses the view defended earlier here that any minimally adequate theory of truth must accommodate the Non-vacuity Principle.

			Let us now return to Alston’s critique of Blanchard’s argument and see if it fares any better than Searle’s critique of the more refined version the same argument offered by Strawson.

			C. Alston’s Critique of the Blanchard Argument

			In responding to Blanchard’s argument described above, Alston focuses his objections on Blanchard’s view that perceptual awareness of the facts will require judgments or even concepts (1996, 90). But, for the sake of discussion, let us suppose that Alston is right in his belief that the requisite comparison between facts and the statements can be made successfully by appeal to unmediated knowledge of the facts, the sort of immediate knowledge Blanchard denies exists. Even granting as much, there will still remain two insuperable objections to Alston’s critique of Blanchard’s argument, and these objections flow from our brief discussion of Strawson’s argument and Searle’s critique of it.

			First, Alston’s position seems clearly incapable of responding effectively to Strawson’s contention that comparing what the statement asserts to be the case with the facts is unnecessary simply because determining what the facts are just is establishing the statement asserting or representing what the facts are. Second, even supposing Alston is right in his belief that the requisite comparison can be made by appeal to unmediated knowledge of what the facts are, consistency would require of Alston that such unmediated knowledge be true in the correspondence or alethic sense. Thus the position would end up begging the question in favor of the correspondence or alethic theory of truth the acceptability of which is very much in question, given Strawson’s argument to the effect that the theory requires a comparison that need not, and cannot, be made if we assume that we can know what the facts are in any given case where we are supposed to compare statements with the facts to see if the statements are true. So, Alston’s defense of correspondence or alethic theory against Blanchard’s argument seems quite as flawed as Searle’s response to Strawson’s argument.

			D. The Slingshot Argument

			In addition to Blanchard’s argument, and Strawson’s variation on it, there is another well-known argument against the correspondence theory and, by implication, against any non-epistemic theory. This argument, commonly referred to as the Slingshot Argument, some philosophers continue to find persuasive. Like the argument offered by Blanchard and the argument offered by Strawson, it is distinct from the main argument offered in part I, section 5 and, given its popularity, is worthy of suitable consideration here for its distinctness.

			Donald Davidson endorses the Slingshot Argument and ascribes its origin to Gottlob Frege and C. I. Lewis, among others. The argument asserts that the correspondence theory of truth leads to the very unacceptable conclusion that every true statement corresponds to every fact or to one big fact consisting of every fact. Davidson claimed that this argument is the only good reason for rejecting the correspondence theory, because it shows the theory unintelligible.7 The Slingshot Argument, then, as Davidson sees it, is a reductio of the correspondence theory and is generally thought to admit of the following explication.

			Assume that a given sentence, P, corresponds to the fact that Q, and symbolize it as “PCFQ.” In addition, assume that “Q” and “R” have the same truth value. Now, since “P” implies “{x:x = x and p} = {x:x=x},” which in turn implies “R”; “PCFQ” implies “PCFR.” Because the only restriction on “R” is that it has the same truth value as “Q,” it would follow that a sentence corresponds to every fact if it corresponds to one. For example, under these assumptions, we assume that the statement “‘Snow is white’ is true” corresponds to the fact that snow is white. And we assume that the statement “Snow is white” has the same truth value as “Grass is green.” So if we substitute the same truth value, it follows that in the context of substituting under the assumptions “PCFQ” entails “PCFR,” and that any true fact would make “Snow is white” true. What makes any statement true is every fact.8

			This argument, however, has been criticized pointedly on several occasions. For example, both Marian David and John Searle have noted that the argument relies on the false assumptions that (1) logically equivalent sentences can be substituted in the context of “PCF__,” and (2) if singular terms that refer to or describe the same things can be substituted for each other in a given sentence, then they can also be substituted for that sentence if that sentence is embedded within the context of “PCF__.” David and Searle both think that there is no reason why a correspondence theorist would accept either assumption, and that would not be simply out of a felt need to beg the question against the argument. Searle, for example, notes incisively that if the Slingshot Argument were sound by way of assuming both (1) and (2) it would support the view that the statement that “snow is white” would correspond to the fact that the grass is green; but surely no correspondence or non-epistemic theorist could accept such a conclusion as following from a proper understanding of the correspondence theory of truth, because under the correspondence theory it is the fact that P makes the statement that P true, and it is not possible that the fact that the grass is green makes it true that snow is white. Indeed, the fact that grass is green is completely irrelevant to the truth of the statement that snow is white.9 So, Davidson’s enthusiastic endorsement notwithstanding, the Slingshot Argument leaves much to be desired as an argument against the correspondence theory of truth, or more generally against any non-epistemic conception of truth. What about Michael Dummett’s argument against the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth?

			E. Dummett’s Argument: The Meaning-Theoretic 
Argument against Correspondence

			In offering a positive argument for the epistemic conception of truth, Michael Dummett also demonstrably endorses some very similar form of the Non-vacuity Principle when he insists on the decidability principle, or the view that we should, at least in principle, be able to determine whether anything falls within the extensional domain of any particular concept. He said:

			Hence, if the understanding of a language consists in the ability to derive, for each sentence of the language, a knowledge of the conditions of its truth, such knowledge must, for many of the sentences, be merely implicit knowledge; and so we need to inquire what it means to ascribe to someone an implicit knowledge of the condition of the truth of a sentence. If we take for granted that we can determine, from a person’s linguistic or other behavior, when he manifests an acceptance of a sentence as true, then there will be no difficulty in saying what is required for someone to know the condition for a sentence to be true, provided that the condition in question is one which he is capable of recognizing as obtaining whenever it in fact obtains, namely that he should, whenever the condition obtains, accept the sentence as true. For very few sentences is it possible to make such a claim; but, when a sentence is decidable, then, although we shall not always recognize the condition for its truth as obtaining whenever it does obtain, we are able, at will, to get ourselves into a position in which we can recognize whether it obtains or nor; so, in such a case, we may identify someone’s knowledge of the condition for the sentence to be true as consisting in his readiness to accept it as true whenever the condition for its truth obtains and he is in a position to recognize it as obtaining, together with his practical knowledge of the procedure for arriving at such a position, as manifested by his carrying out that procedure whenever suitably prompted. (1977, 374–75)

			In short: since ex hypothesi, from the supposition that the condition for the truth of a mathematical statement, as Platonistically understood, obtains, it cannot in general be inferred that it is one that a human being need be supposed to be even capable of recognizing as obtaining, we cannot give substance to our conception of having implicit knowledge of what that condition is, since nothing we do can amount to a manifestation of such knowledge. The solution is to abandon the principle of Bivalence and suppose our statements to be true just in case we have established that they are (1977, 374–75).10

			Thus, for Dummett, understanding the meaning of a proposition or belief is a matter of understanding its truth conditions; but the truth conditions are recursively specified as justification conditions, at least in part, in terms of what we would take as verifying or justifying the proposition as true were it to be asserted. For Dummett, we do not understand or grasp the meaning of any proposition about the world unless we identify truth with adequate justification and are able thereby to determine whether the proposition is true, as so construed. By implication, we cannot know what ‘true’ means unless we can determine reliably which propositions, utterances, or beliefs fall within its extensional domain, assuming some do.11

			As Dummett sees it, then, if the meaning of any concept were given in terms of truth conditions independently of what we call its verifying conditions, or what it would take to be fully warranted in asserting it as true under our ordinary conception of truth, we would not know what the meaning is. And so, we would not know what the meaning is if it were specified solely in terms of the truth conditions specified under the correspondence or non-epistemic theory because the latter does not require for its adequacy the specification of a decision procedure for determining which sentences are actually true.12 But we do know what the meaning is. Therefore, any adequate theory of truth will require that truth conditions be specified in terms of what we understand is necessary to verify, confirm, or justify the assertion that the propositions are true. In so advancing his position against the correspondence or alethic theory, he says when characterizing his position as anti-realist:

			The general form of the argument employed by the anti-realist is a very strong one; he maintains that the very process by which we come to grasp the sense of the disputed class, and the use which is subsequently made of these statements, are such that we could not derive from it any notion of what it would be for such a statement to be true independently of the sort of thing we have learned to recognize as establishing the truth of such statements . . . in the very nature of the case, we could not possibly have come to understand what it would be for the statement to be true independently of that which we have learned to treat as establishing its truth; there simply was no means by which we could be shown this. (1978, 262, xxi)13

			Differently put, if meaning is to be possible, our concept of truth is in part the concept of the way in which we come to verify or confirm sentences as true and not in terms of “transcendental” truth conditions that are not so specified.

			It seems quite reasonable, incidentally, to take Dummett’s position here as constituting another argument for adopting the Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles. But Dummett’s argument differs ostensibly from the main argument in part I, section 5 in that it is a meaning theoretic argument for an epistemic conception of truth. His argument is that if we were to accept the correspondence or non-epistemic conception of truth without something like the Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles as sufficient for any adequate theory of truth, there would be no way to understand the meaning of statements or propositions about this world; but since we do understand or grasp the meaning of such statements, truth must be construed epistemically. Is this subtle meaning-theoretic argument a telling argument in favor of an epistemic conception of truth construed generally in terms of justification conditions? If so, then, assuming that we have only the choice between non-epistemic and epistemic conceptions of truth, it would also be an argument against non-epistemic theories.

			Several critics adopting correspondence or non-epistemic theories often think Dummett’s argument fails for its unabashed commitment to verificationist semantics. Alston, for example, when examining Dummett’s main argument, rejects it for the reason that “verificationist semantics” is a refuted theory of meaning, and he sees all epistemic theories as instances of verificationist semantics. He also thinks Dummett’s position fails for other general objections and counterexamples one can raise to any epistemic theory of truth (Alston 1996, 220–22). Laurence Bonjour thinks Dummett’s position is obviously absurd for appealing to the discredited “use theory of meaning” and, along with Alston, Bonjour thinks Dummett’s position cannot survive the numerous common objections and counterexamples correspondence or non-epistemic theorists might make to any epistemic theory construing truth generally in terms of justification (1985, 163–65). Kirkham also objects to Dummett’s general argument for its appeal to verificationist semantics and, along with Bonjour and Alston, thinks the usual counterexamples to epistemic theories are just too heavy a burden for Dummett’s theory to shoulder (1992, 255–63). Bypassing (until the next section) Alston’s main counterexamples and objections to epistemic theory in general (counterexamples echoed in other critiques offered by correspondence theorists or non-epistemic theorists such as Bonjour and Kirkham), it might be illuminating here to say something briefly about the pervasive critique of Dummett’s position for endorsing a refuted or rejected theory of meaning in the course of his defense of epistemic theory.

			Dummett’s views on meaning and verificationist semantics are sometimes thought ambiguous inasmuch as his utterances support apparently different interpretations. Some commentators, for example, assert that, for Dummett, propositional meaning we commonly understand in terms of truth conditions and truth conditions are then to be recursively defined as verification or justification conditions—otherwise we would not know the meaning of any proposition. Others suggest that, quite to the contrary, Dummett’s view is that truth plays no role whatever in the theory of meaning, that meaning should be specified solely in terms of justification conditions. Kirkham claims there are texts supporting both interpretations, and there are articulate supporters of each (1992, 248–51). Either way, however, the meaning of propositions will be specified, in whole or in part, in terms of justification or verifying conditions.

			However enticing, we need not now undertake a detailed defense of Dummett’s position against the anti-verificationist objections just indicated. The primary point to remember here is that Dummett’s argument (along with Blanchard’s, Pollock’s, Strawson’s and Davidson’s) is another argument against correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theory, and it is demonstrably distinct from the main argument offered in part I, section 5.14 As we proceed to examine the counterexamples and basic objections to any given epistemic theory, we will see that the conspicuous failure of such objections renders Dummett’s position and Strawson’s position (at least as here construed in response to Searle’s critique of it) ever more plausible than one might otherwise have expected, although, again, the primary thrust here is to defend the main argument in part I, section 5 as the preferred argument for rejecting the non-epistemic and advancing a defensible epistemic conception of truth as necessary to avoid global skepticism. Before scrutinizing other objections to epistemic theories of truth, however, we should consider one last argument against correspondence or alethic theories of truth as forms of non-epistemic theory, because it admits of an interpretation that renders it vaguely similar to the main argument above and, for that reason, seems to be somewhat more persuasive than its numerous critics allow. In doing as much we will see that most of the argument’s critics may well be missing an interesting construal of the main point of the argument and thereby fail to appreciate its force. The argument in question is Putnam’s “model-theoretic argument” against realism, which is more fundamentally a reductio argument against the non-epistemic under the label of correspondence or alethic theories of truth.

			F. Putnam’s Argument: The Model-Theoretic 
Argument against Correspondence

			In “Realism and Reason” and elsewhere, Hilary Putnam gives us his model-theoretic argument (henceforth MT) against metaphysical realism. It is specifically aimed at the alethic, disquotational, or correspondence view that truth is supposed to be radically non-epistemic and, to that end, the argument seeks to undermine the view that a theory may be ideal in every epistemic respect and still be false.15 The argument concludes that where a theory is epistemically ideal it could not really be false. Here is the argument:

			So let T1 be an ideal theory, by our lights. Lifting restrictions on our all-too-finite powers, we can imagine T1 to have every property except objective truth—which is left open—that we like, e.g., T1 can be imagined complete, consistent, to predict correctly all observational sentences (as far as we can tell), to meet whatever “operational constraints” there are . . . to be “beautiful,” “simple,” “plausible” etc. The supposition under consideration is that T1 might be all this and still be (in reality) false.

			I assume THE WORLD has (or can be broken into) infinitely many pieces. I also assume that T1 says there are infinitely many things (so in this respect T1 is “objectively right” about the World). Now T1 is consistent (by hypothesis) and has (only) infinite models. So, by the completeness theorem (in its model-theoretic form), T1 has a model of every infinite cardinality. Pick a model M of the same cardinality as THE WORLD. Map the individuals of M one to one into the pieces of THE WORLD, then use the mapping to define the relations of M directly in THE WORLD. The result is a satisfaction relation SAT—a “correspondence” between the terms of L (the language in which the theory is stated) and sets of pieces of THE WORLD comes out true—true of the world—provided we just interpret ‘true’ as TRUE (SAT). So what becomes of the claim that even the ideal theory T1 might really be false? (1976, as cited in Putnam 1978, Meaning and the Moral Sciences, 125–26)

			Opinions vary on just how to read this argument. Ostensibly it seeks to offer a reductio of the view that an epistemically ideal theory could be false, and it does so by apparently assuming that a theory is true if and only if there is an admissible interpretation assigning parts of the world as extensions to the terms of the language of the theory. And because there is a model-theoretic interpretation of any epistemically ideal theory that makes it true, every epistemically ideal theory is true. This is clearly one of the more common interpretations of Putnam’s argument.16

			For differing reasons, many have also rejected it. For example, we sometimes hear that Putnam’s MT only shows that it is logically possible under some model-theoretic interpretation that an epistemically ideal theory be true. It is also logically possible that the same theory is false under some interpretation or other. So, as this objection goes, the MT does not show that any epistemically ideal theory with an intended interpretation is true, and that is what must be shown to counter the metaphysical realist’s (or the non-epistemic theorist’s) belief that a theory can be epistemically ideal in every respect and still be false. For this reason the MT seems an irrelevant nonstarter. It does not therefore show the falsity of the view that an intended theory can be epistemically ideal and false. It proves too little for proving only that it is logically possible that an ideal theory can be true under a model-theoretic interpretation.17

			Others have observed that because it is equally possible to imagine a model-theoretic interpretation in which the same theory could turn out false, Putnam’s argument for the truth of every epistemically ideal theory leads to the view that one and the same theory could be both true and false. Moreover, some have urged further that, under the above construal of Putnam’s MT, a theory and its denial could both be true if only each is consistent, thereby making the serious mistake of equating the truth of theories with consistency regardless of content and intended interpretation.18

			As if that were not enough, others critics assert that the basic argument offered by Putnam in Reason, Truth, and History is fundamentally the same as described above, but that it ought to be contextualized more generally as part of Putnam’s oft-argued position challenging the metaphysical realist to show how “words can stand in the determinate referential relations which his world-view demands.”19 On this second interpretation, Putnam’s argument is more properly a part of his general position seeking to show that the metaphysical realist is incapable of responding adequately to the demand. Put differently, for some, the point of Putnam’s argument is to demonstrate that the metaphysical realist is incapable of showing how, or giving an account of how, we successfully assign truth values by “fixing the determinate reference of terms or predicates.” The point here is that the successful assignment of truth 
values to whole sentences in even an intended interpretation demands that the metaphysical realist explain how we are to fix the reference of terms or predicates. And if that cannot be done, it does not seem to make any sense to defend the above described argument for failing to apply to an intended interpretation; realists cannot explain how we fix reference even for intended interpretations. As Hale and Wright urge, for the metaphysical realist there must be some sort of a correspondence between words or thought-signs and external things. This correspondence requires, so they contend, “determinate referential relations between the words and the things” (428); and for this reason the metaphysical realist owes us an account of how that can be so, and Putnam’s MT seeks to show in various ways that the metaphysical realist can offer no such satisfactory account (428).20

			According to Hale and Wright, incidentally, Putnam has evaluated in various places, in varying degrees, the three serious responses to this challenge and has argued they are all defective.

			For example, the first response to the challenge often consists in saying that we set the determinate reference of expressions mentally and intentionally. But Putnam has argued at length (by appeal to such thought experiments as the Twin Earth example involving the meaning of the word ‘water’) that pure mental states do not, and cannot, determine to what we are referring (1981, 428). Reference and meaning vary in ways we cannot explain by appeal to mental states or intentions. The second response consists in urging that we fix reference by appeal to operational and theoretical constraints. As Hale and Wright have also noted, appeal to operational constraints amounts, roughly, to asserting that we can fix the reference of sentences within theories by requiring that they be in accord with all available or possible observational data; and appealing to theoretical constraints is basically an appeal to methodological constraints, embracing pragmatically such criteria as simplicity, parsimony, fecundity, conformity of data to hypothesis (452).21 Putnam’s reply to this second response is that mutually exclusive and rival theories can satisfy these constraints, so the suggested methodology cannot fix either the truth values or the truth-conditions of any sentence in a candidate theory. Finally, the third response urges that we fix reference by appeal to causation and the causal theory of reference according to which our words refer to the causes of the beliefs we have about their referrents. In reply, Putnam has taken a dim view of causal theories of reference primarily because he believes we refer to future states of affairs and objects that presumably cannot act as causes of our beliefs since they are nonexistent. Nor does he think it helps much to defend causal theories of reference by appeal to the dominant cause of one’s belief as to what the sentence refers to. On that view, for example, our reference to electrons might refer to the book from which we derive our beliefs about electrons and not the electrons themselves.22 And, finally, any such appeal to causal conditions of the belief to set the reference of the belief presupposes that we have some inkling about what worldly relation our terms such as ‘cause’ refer to, and that is precisely what we cannot do noncircularly until we antecedently fix determinate reference.

			G. Putnam’s “Just-More-Theory” Reply

			Many philosophers have accepted Putnam’s argument in much the same terms as Hale and Wright have described it, namely as a challenge to the metaphysical realist to provide an account of how we are to fix determinate reference and thereby establish the necessary hook-up between language and the world, a hook-up so necessary for the realist to establish the truth of theories. As Alston has urged, however, this is a far cry from showing that no epistemically ideal theory can be false.

			At any rate, if we construe the MT as part of a challenge to realists to provide an account of how we are to fix determinate reference, most realists seem comfortable enough in responding that we can easily fix determinate reference of sentences in a theory by appeal to causal relations. In this way, they say, we establish the truth of intended interpretations of theories. Apart from his general criticism of the causal theory of reference, as just outlined above, Putnam’s pointed and controversial answer to this response is that the attempt to fix reference by appeal to the causal theory of reference is a circular appeal to “just more theory” (1981, 45–46). His underlying contention is that semantic naturalism is, or ought to be, part of the metaphysical realist position, and hence the determination of reference by appeal to causal relations can only result from appeal to semantics as a scientific theory. Putnam asserts that any such appeal to causality to fix reference presupposes that we already have a scientific theory of causality, and if that theory is to work for the metaphysical realist it must be assuming that we already know how to fix determinate reference; but that is what is at issue and also just what Putnam thinks metaphysical realists cannot do. Otherwise, for Putnam, realists will need to grasp at some “magical theory” of reference the details of which need to be clarified without question-begging (1981, 46). 

			In response to the “Just More Theory” reply from Putnam, a number of philosophers have accused him of begging the question against the causal theory of reference, and a number of philosophers have accepted his reply.23 But we need not prolong this discussion any more as the point of introducing Putnam’s engaging argument in the first place is to determine the extent to which it may or may not be similar to the main argument above in part I, section 5. On that score, quite independently of whether we agree with the point of Putnam’s argument (as generally construed by Hale and Wright), few will see it as a plausible instance of that main argument offered above.

			From the critical perspective of the argument itself, incidentally, the more immediate concern is that there seems to be some confusion about the main point of Putnam’s argument. Indeed, as we have already seen, philosophers such as Elgin and Van Fraassen describe the main point of the argument quite differently than Hale and Wright. For Hale and Wright the thrust of the argument is to show, as we saw, that metaphysical realists cannot succeed in “fixing the determinate reference of sentences,” while for Alston, Elgin, Van Fraassen and others, the main point of the argument is to show more properly that there is a good counterexample to the view that an epistemically ideal theory can be false in a model theoretic assignment under which any epistemically ideal theory can be true. On the face of it, these differing views on what the argument is renders it somewhat difficult to evaluate, if indeed there is only one argument at stake here.24

			More recently, also, some have even sought to reconstruct a version of the argument which, while not claiming that the reconstrual of the argument is what Putnam had in mind, nonetheless such a reconstrual is what he ought to have had in mind in order to defend it successfully.25

			At any rate, by way of an overly brief critical evaluation focusing on the first formulation of Putnam’s argument, let us suppose for the sake of discussion that Putnam is right in concluding that for any consistent theory that is epistemically ideal in satisfying the usual observational and theoretical constraints (and is fully confirmed by appeal to all available relevant evidence) there will be a permissible model-theoretic interpretation that makes the theory really true in the correspondence or alethic sense of ‘true.’ That conclusion in itself would not be sufficient to serve as a counterexample to the realist view that an epistemically ideal theory can be false. After all, under the argument, as Alston has noted, we could also conclude that one and the same theory can be false under another supposedly permissible interpretation. But any such interpretation would, in virtue of being consistent, require the view that any epistemically ideal theory must be either true or false, and there is, of course, no purely formal feature of the theory that allows us to determine whether the epistemically ideal theory is true or false.

			Similarly, there are problems under the Hale and Wright construal of the argument. We would, presumably, need to rule against “magical” theories of reference as a possible reply to the “just more theory” response by Putnam if we are to defend Putnam’s argument against the realist. But even if we were not successful in doing that, there would remain the problem for the realist of reliably determining which sentences in the theory are true. On this item, if we can see our way clear of interpreting Putnam’s challenge to the realist to provide an account of how we are to fix determinate reference as essentially the same challenge to come up with a reliable procedure for picking out which sentences in the theory are true in any non-epistemic sense of ‘true,’ then it just may be that Putnam’s argument boils down to a plausible reflection, or distant cousin, of what is essential in the main argument offered in part I, section 5, although, to be sure, it would not capture the core inference to the effect that it is impossible under the non-epistemic theory of truth to provide any such reliable decision procedure for determining which sentences are true. In the end, of course, we need to conclude that if Putnam’s argument is some sort of reflection of the main argument of part I, section 5, it is by no means clear that it is.

			Finally, setting aside Alston’s treatment of Blanchard’s basic argument, we might charitably assume, for the sake of discussion, that even if Alston had in fact refuted that basic argument offered by Blanchard, there are currently available arguments stronger than either Blanchard’s or Davidson’s or Dummett’s or Putnam’s in the main argument offered above in part I, section 5, and in Strawson’s argument, as construed above. But, to repeat, even Dummett’s and Putnam’s arguments can be interpreted as plausible if we can manage to see the alleged verificationism in Dummett’s argument and the “just more theory” response of Putnam, as rooting properly in an endorsement of the principles of non-vacuity and reliability. In Putnam’s case it seems that that interpretation may be a touch more charitable than the text allows.

			The central question now remains whether the correspondence or non-epistemic theorist can refute our main argument offered back in part I, section 5. If she can, then the Strawson argument, as construed above, will still need a stronger response from the correspondence theorist than the one provided by Searle, followed by a deeper probe of the argument offered by Dummett. Arguably, Dummett’s ultimate willingness to abandon the Principle of Bivalence in order to avoid a presumptively pernicious relativism is the Achilles’ heel in an argument that might well be defended without that particular turn. Or so some people think. But we will examine whether realists need to abandon Bivalence in a little while.

			Setting aside the Slingshot Argument as unconvincing, the drift, then, of this section has been to review what seems to be the most compelling of the remaining anticorrespondence or non-epistemic arguments which, while they may not be as convincing as the main argument offered in part I, section 5, nevertheless have a force often not quite appreciated by advocates of the correspondence or alethic theory. That this seems especially so in the arguments offered respectively by Strawson, Dummett, and Putnam (see n59) should become clearer as we examine the remaining objections offered against any version of the epistemic theory of truth.

			Otherwise, according to Alston, after the Blanchard argument, any arguments remaining against alethic or correspondence theories, including those offered by Michael Dummett, Hilary Putnam, John Pollock, and several others, are equally unacceptable for general reasons that sorely afflict any epistemic theory.26 Alston devotes an extended chapter to the best reasons why epistemic theories, however one might argue for them, are defective. Because he holds it obvious that the correspondence or alethic theory reflects our common concept of truth, his strategy is not to argue for the alethic or correspondence theory of truth, but merely to show that the main arguments (Blanchard, Dummett, and Putnam) offered for its only substantive alternative in epistemic theory are unsound and the objections to epistemic theory so overwhelming that one simply must reject any and all potential defenses of epistemic theory. Our seeing why those proposed reasons are defective will, in the end, serve as counters to the objections Alston raises to any epistemic theory. If these other objections fail, then so much the worse for the attempt to redeploy them against every epistemic theorist.

			EF

			2. Other Objections to the Epistemic Theory of Truth

			A. Counterexamples: True Propositions not Ideally Justified, 
and False Propositions Ideally Justified

			Along with others, Alston asserts that while ideal justifiability or verifiability are often strong indicators or criteria for truth, they surely cannot be the same thing. We all recognize the possibility of a proposition being true but never justified or justifiable, just as we recognize that a proposition can be false even in the presence of plausibly ideal evidence supporting it.27 In reflecting on his assertion, Alston admits that while he cannot point to a proposition that is in fact true but not ideally justifiable, nonetheless it seems extremely plausible to think that there is some true proposition to which we would never have epistemic access and hence would never be epistemically justified or justifiable. He says, for example:

			Think of the limitations of our cognitive powers—limitations on our storage and retrieval capacity, on the amount of data that we can process simultaneously, on the considerations we can hold together in our minds at one moment, on the complexity of propositions we are capable of grasping. Isn’t it highly likely that there are facts that will forever lie beyond us just because of these limitations? . . . There could be subjects with different innate cognitive tendencies, propensities, and hardwired beliefs and concepts. There could be subjects who reason in patterns different from those we employ. These sorts may or may not be instantiated in the universe. Given all this, shouldn’t we take seriously the possibility that, even if there is something wrong with the idea of facts that are in principle inaccessible to any cognitive subjects whatever (and I do not see any fatal flaw in this idea) it could still be that there are many facts accessible to cognizers with radically different hardware and software but totally inaccessible to us. Those who airily endorse some version of the “man is the measure of all things” doctrine should take considerations like this more seriously than they do. If I am correct about this, there is a considerable case against the thesis that truth can be defined as justifiability for human beings in the most ideal situations possible for us. There will be innumerable true propositions that do not satisfy that condition. (1996, 201)

			Elsewhere he claims more strongly that there are in fact some true propositions that people have never even entertained, much less be justified in believing. He asks us, for example, to consider the set of propositions of the form “It was raining on this spot at time t (where t is more than 5,000 years ago).” Most such propositions are never entertained by anyone, he says, but many of them are true (1996, 192–93).

			A little later, curiously, he goes on to say that he does not wish to rest much weight on this last argument, as he again admits that he has not shown, and does not know how to prove, that there are in fact true propositions that are not ideally justifiable (1996, 203). At most, he claims a certain plausibility for the assumption that it is so (1996, 213).

			By way of a reply to this objection, recall my earlier point that we can have a verifiable belief that there are things about which we will never think, or about which we will never have a justified belief (see part I, w.41). Nevertheless, we have no knowledge or justified belief that there are true propositions that we will never know or be justified in believing, unless of course we can assume that we have an empirically confirmed belief that the number of things in the universe at any time is infinitely many, each having some distinctive property, and the human mind can know or believe only finitely many things at any given time. But even then, in order to infer that there are true propositions about these infinitely many items would require acceptance of the Principle of Bivalence. Moreover, saying we know that there are true propositions we will never know about certainly seems to presuppose the truth of the claim that we could inquire forever progressively without ever coming to know some true nontrivial propositions about the world. The latter view minimally requires assent to the assertion that there are an infinite number, or an indefinitely large number, of nontrivially true propositions about the world; and while people sometimes make such claims, it is the sort of position that needs strenuous argumentation rather than simple assertion (see Almeder 1992, chp. 5).

			What also seems so fundamentally problematic about Alston’s first counterexample is that its presumed plausibility depends on the fact that we can imagine a proposition being true but not completely justifiable (or robustly confirmable or fully warrantedly assertible). But this we can do only if we assume at the outset the correspondence or alethic conception of truth as the correct concept of truth, thereby begging the question in favor of the alethic or correspondence construal of truth and against the main argument against the correspondence theory we have offered in part I, section 5. After all, if that main argument offered against the alethic conception, and by implication in favor of, some epistemic conception of truth is sound, we cannot then justifiably imagine that a proposition could be true and not completely justifiable, unless we did so by assuming that for the purpose of having an adequate epistemology we can nonproblematically suppose the alethic or non-epistemic conception correct. Stated somewhat differently, we can imagine that there are true propositions that one could never be completely justified in believing only if we beg the question in favor of the alethic conception by ignoring the main argument in part I, section 5, as well as Strawson’s argument as we construed it earlier.

			Further, if the argument Alston and others offer here were sound, if, that is, it is “highly likely” that there are propositions that are true but not completely (ideally) justifiable, or fully warrantedly assertible, then, presumably, it would follow that a person could be completely justified in believing a false proposition because a person could be completely justified in believing that P, and P not be true because defeated by a true but unknowable (because not completely justifiable) proposition. As a matter of fact, Alston quite explicitly points to “innumerable” cases in the history of science wherein a belief was fully justified but false, thereby establishing that just as justification is not a necessary condition, neither is it a sufficient condition for truth (1996, 193). The argument Alston offers here then is in fact simply another way of asserting the correspondence (or alethic) conception of truth without benefit of argumentation: The correspondence, and not the epistemic, conception of truth allows us to imagine a proposition being true and not fully justified, or fully justified and false, by appeal to evidential or nonevidential considerations. Stated in this way, incidentally, the alethic or correspondence conception of truth is arguably the fundamental assumption behind accepting any form of the Gettier-type counterexample to the classical definition of knowledge, since any form of them assumes that a person can be completely justified in believing a false proposition.28

			There is something else wrong with Alston’s first objection that justification is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for truth. It mistakenly asserts, or assumes without question, that endorsing an epistemic theory of truth is a matter of consciously endorsing it as an explication or definition of our common or ordinary concept of truth, when in fact, as we saw earlier, epistemic theorists (as John Mackie, Simon Blackburn, Richard Kirkham, and Donald Davidson have all noted) need not, and most often do not, seek to characterize, define, or explicate our common conception of truth at all.29 Rather, they are stipulatively constructing a replacement concept of truth adequate for an ideal epistemology consistent with a basic commitment to the view that we know something about this world, and that it makes no sense to say one knows that “P” and “P” is, or may be, false. But the latter view cannot obtain in the presence of what we generally and commonly mean by ‘true’ in propositional contexts. Indeed, if the epistemic theorist were claiming that the epistemic conception is what we really mean by ‘true’ in English, then such counterexamples of the sort offered above by Alston and others would be decisive. In fact, epistemic theorists may be at liberty to accept the claim that the correspondence definition or explication of truth, as an explication of our common conception of truth, is indeed a miserable truism that it would be madness to deny. But she will then proceed to argue that we can find no demonstrable instances of that concept in the empirical knowledge that we have. We can only show that we think it very probable that some proposition or other is true alethically and that, as we have seen, is not enough to show that some proposition is true in the alethic sense or non-epistemically.

			Interestingly, as we shall see, many of the objections to any epistemic theory of truth originate in intuitions flowing from, and constituting, our common conception of truth; and then their proponents proceed on the assumption that epistemic theorists are, or ought to be, explicating our common conception of truth that epistemic characterizations fail to capture. But when we see, as we have above, the epistemic theorist as attempting to disabuse us of appealing to our common conception of truth and the intuitions constituting it, in the interest of having a minimally adequate theory of knowledge (one in which we are able to say who knows what), then the counterexamples fail for begging the question in the light of the main argument offered in part I, section 5, and in the light of Strawson’s argument, construed above in response to Searle’s critique of it.

			B. The Objection from Vicious Circularity: 
Three Favoring Arguments Rejected

			The vicious circularity objection asserts that epistemic conceptions of truth are self-defeating in a viciously circular way because it is impossible to define successfully the concept of justification, or ideal justifiability, without appealing to the concept of truth understood alethically or non-epistemically. There is, then, something viciously circular about abandoning the correspondence or non-epistemic conception of truth and then defining truth solely, or even partly, in terms of ideal justification, because we cannot sensibly explicate the concept of justification without appealing to the abandoned conception of truth. The nasty circularity “S is true” by appealing to the concept of justification which, in turn, admits of plausible explication only in terms of the high probability of truth understood alethically.30 In a section titled “The Concept of an Ideal Epistemic Situation Presupposes the Concept of Truth,” William Alston presents three basic arguments for this objection. He begins by formulating what he takes to be the core component of the epistemic theory of truth in what he calls the Ideal Justifiability Conception (IJC):

			To say of a belief that it is true is to say that it would be justifiable in a situation in which all relevant evidence (reasons, considerations) is readily available. (1996, 204)

			In commenting on this formulation, Alston then offers the three reasons ostensibly undermining the core component. He says:

			First, there is the question of how to explain the notion of justifiability involved. Here I must refer you to the discussion in Chapter 8, sections iv–viii, where I distinguish between conceptions of epistemic justification that do and do not involve the notion of truth. I argue that the former are superior to the latter in three respects. (1) They specify a basic aim of cognition by reference to which the epistemic point of view can be defined and epistemic justification distinguished from other kinds. (2) They bring out why justification is desirable in the pursuit of knowledge. (3) They provide criteria for evaluating candidates for conditions of justification. This discussion is designed to show that a conceptual connection with truth is required for an adequate construal of epistemic justification. The allied point that is of special interest here is that if it is to be at all plausible that justifiability in ideal conditions is identical with truth, then the justification must be ‘truth conducive,’ that is, such that it is part of the concept of justification that one is justified in believing that p only if one’s situation is such that it renders one’s belief likely to be true. Thinking of justifiability in terms of adequate grounds of belief, as I have been doing in spelling out the IJC, satisfies this condition. And where this condition is satisfied, the concept of truth enters into the concept of justification, since the latter involves, inter alia, a guarantee of the likelihood of truth for the belief to which it applies. To see that a conceptual tie of justification with truth-conductivity is necessary as well as sufficient for any plausibility of the IJC, consider a way of thinking of justification that does not exhibit truth-conducivity. The most prominent example is a ‘deontological’ conception, according to which a belief’s being justified amounts to one’s satisfying, or not violating, one’s intellectual obligations in holding the belief. It seems clear that one could be maximally justified, in this sense, in believing that p without its being true that p. Suppose one is deficient, psychologically or culturally, so that even if one does everything, cognitively, that could reasonably be required of one, one still winds up in a poor position to get the truth, and so often forms false beliefs. In that case one would be fully, amply justified in a false belief. To obviate this possibility, or at least to minimize it, we would have to build truth conducivity into the concept of epistemic justification. And this would give rise to a circularity in trying to analyze truth in terms of the IJC.

			Second, there is the notion of “availability” of all evidence relevant to a given belief. Can we explain this notion without covertly making use of the concept of truth? Now to say that the evidence is “available” in the sense intended here is to say that one could come into possession of it readily or easily. So the crucial notion here is possession of the evidence. The evidence will presumably consist of facts. What is it for the subject to possess the facts so as to make use of them in justifying a belief? The most obvious answer is that he or she comes to know them. But the notion of knowledge involves the notion of truth. (Knowledge is true belief that satisfies certain conditions.) To avoid this we would have to construe the possession in terms of belief, without mentioning knowledge. But then we will have to require the beliefs be true. Otherwise S is not in possession of genuine evidence, but only mistakenly supposes himself to be so. At this point the hard-pressed epistemic theorist might suggest that the possession of evidence consists in having justified beliefs. But this involves a different circle. The justification involved here obviously cannot be justification by everyday standards. For as we saw earlier, by those standards a belief can be justified in one situation and not in another, which means that there is no unique answer to what the relevant evidence is for a given target belief. Hence, if we are going to take possession of the relevant evidence to consist of justified beliefs, it would have to be beliefs that are justified in ideal epistemic circumstances. But then we are in an even smaller circle. We define ‘ideal justifiability’ in terms of an ideal epistemic situation; but then we have to define such a situation in terms of what beliefs would be ideally justified in such a situation!

			Third, there is the notion of “relevance.” The epistemic situation that is ideal vis-à-vis a given belief involves the availability of all evidence that is relevant to the epistemic assessment of that belief. And what makes a bit of evidence relevant? Presumably it is that the evidence will increase or decrease the probability of the belief (in some appropriate sense of probability). That is, it has a bearing on the probability of the belief being true. Once more truth enters in. This could be avoided only by avoiding a truth-free notion of relevance. (1996, 205–6)31

			The general thrust of this full citation is that the project of defining truth in terms of justification produces either vicious circularity of the sort mentioned above, or a definition of justification that provides no reason to think the search for justified beliefs is desirable or distinguishable from other kinds of justification. Let us examine briefly the three arguments offered in the above text.

			In the first section quoted we hear defended the thesis that we cannot successfully define the concept of epistemic justification without requiring of it a conceptual connection with truth understood alethically. By implication, we cannot successfully define truth in terms of “justifiability in ideal conditions” unless our concept of justification is “truth conducive” meaning, as he says, that it would be part of the concept of justification that one is justified ideally in believing that P only if one’s evidential situation is such that it renders one’s belief that P very likely to be true alethically or non-epistemically. So, for Alston, there is no noncircular way of defining truth in terms of justification, but that is what the epistemic theorist does. In defense of this view, Alston refers us ahead to a discussion in chapter 8 of his book A Realist Conception of Truth, where he argues the three points referred to as a way of showing that we ought to define “justification” as truth-conducive in the alethic sense because it is better than defining it in any epistemic way. What makes it better is that, in so doing, we provide crucially for things not provided for under any epistemic conception of justification, to wit, (1) we specify a basic aim of cognition by reference to which the epistemic point of view can be defined and epistemic justification distinguished from other kinds, (2) we bring out why justification is desirable in the pursuit of knowledge, and (3) we provide criteria for evaluating candidates for conditions of justification (248–60). However, by way of evaluating Alston’s reasons for the view that we ought to define justification in terms of alethic truth, these last three reasons are unacceptable for the following reasons.

			First of all, epistemic conceptions of justification can, for example, provide equally well for the above three items by defining justification solely in terms of what we unreservedly think on the best of evidence to be true alethically. We might, for example, define justification as follows:

			“X is completely justified in believing that P at time T1 = df.” After examining virtuously all the relevant and available evidence for P, X unreservedly believes that P because X has no good reason to suppose that at time T1 what P asserts to be the case is not the case, and there is strong prima facie reason at T1 to suppose that what P asserts to be the case is the case.

			Whatever else we might say about the adequacy of this particular definition, we cannot say that, under it, complete justification is ‘truth-conducive’ in any non-epistemic sense. Under it, one can be completely justified in believing that P even if it is not likely, or even very likely, that P is true in the alethic sense. Under it, one need only unreservedly believe that P, or accept that P is true in the non-epistemic sense, on the strength of the available and accessible evidence which he unreservedly believes renders the belief in question very probably true in the non-epistemic sense. Put somewhat differently, we can readily define ideal justification noncircularly in terms of what one accepts on good evidence as being true in the alethic or non-epistemic sense. This would be to define justification in terms of what we believe to be true in the alethic or non-epistemic sense, but it is not to define it in terms of its actually being likely, or very probably, true in that sense. In this way one’s concept of justification could rest upon, or even find its inspiration in, the alethic or non-epistemic conception of truth as a regulative goal of inquiry, but it would not thereby render a person justified in believing that P only if his belief that P is actually very likely to be true or very probably true in that sense. If there were any circularity here at all it would certainly not be vicious because the definition does not actually require the demonstrable existence of any beliefs or propositions true in the non-epistemic sense. As so defined, then, being completely justified in one’s belief that P does not require that P actually satisfy the ordinary non-epistemic conception of truth. It only requires that we believe unreservedly, and for very good reason, that it does. In short, justification sufficient for knowledge only requires appeal to our common conception of truth as a regulative ideal, and this appeal is perfectly consistent with there being no demonstrable propositions that satisfy it. So, the alleged vicious circularity or self-defeating nature of epistemic conceptions of truth can occur just in case one defines justification in such a way that one is completely justified in believing that P only if one’s belief that P, on evidence E, is rendered very likely to be true in the alethic sense. But when one defines justification solely in terms of whether one has strong reason to think that one’s beliefs are true in the alethic sense, then no such vicious circularity occurs; and the definition is consistent with rejecting alethic theories of truth because the definition does not require that any specific justified belief be a demonstrable instance of the alethic characterization of truth.

			One major objection to defining justification in this way, and thereby avoiding the alleged vicious circularity in accepting epistemic theories of truth, comes from Laurence Bonjour who endorses Putnam’s claim that a viable antirealist or epistemic position must not rely at any level on the alethic or correspondence conception of truth. For Putnam, the epistemic theorist must understand truth epistemically, “all the way up (or down).” For Bonjour, the obvious conclusion is that if the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth (which he, like so many others, equates with a commitment to realism) is objectionable in general, then it remains objectionable at the level of verification or justification conditions. Presumably, this objection implies that if, for any reason, we reject the correspondence conception of truth in order to avoid global skepticism (strong or weak), then if we define justification in terms of the likelihood of truth construed non-epistemically, our reasoning is viciously circular; and if we do not define justification in terms of truth understood in terms of correspondence, 
then we can give no coherent account of just what a statement says or asserts.32

			A proper reply to Bonjour’s objection is that, again, there is no contradiction in adopting the epistemic theory of truth and simultaneously defining justification in terms of what we think is very probably true alethically. Certainly this sort of definition would be a contradiction if we construe the epistemic theorist as asserting that epistemic definitions are in fact intended to explicate, or replace in all contexts, our common conception of truth. But, as we saw several pages back, epistemic theorists need not be seen as doing anything like that. The contradiction could also occur if they defined complete justification in terms of what is in fact highly likely to be true alethically, where this definition presupposes that they can reliably determine which propositions are instances of truth so characterized; and if epistemic theorists were to do as much, then it is certainly difficult to see how they could do so and avoid, at least implicitly, the contradiction involved in urging both that there are no demonstrably specifiable instances of the alethic theory, and it is a necessary condition that there be some such decidable instances if we are to be justified in any of our beliefs about our world. In the end, we may suppose that the force of the vicious circularity objection, if it has any force at all, is a function of the assumption that if we define justification at all we must define it in terms of propositions, beliefs, assertions, or statements having the high probability of truth construed alethically. But, as we have seen above, that assumption is easily set aside with a noncircular and consistent definition in terms of what we unreservedly and virtuously think, with good reason, is true alethically or non-epistemically. Indeed, for the epistemic theorist, to do anything else would be to fall into the very contradiction and vicious circularity correspondence theorists attribute to epistemic theorists for not defining justification in terms of correspondence and the high likelihood of truth so construed.

			The epistemic theorist’s definition of justification in terms of what we unreservedly believe to be true alethically is not, incidentally, inconsistent with the common view that at some basic level true belief, construed alethically, is the implicit or indirect aim of science, or the goal of empirical inquiry in general, as long as that construal does not commit us to determining which sentences or beliefs are true as so construed. But it does highlight the fact that having such a goal is perfectly consistent with demonstrably failing to achieve the goal and that being strongly justified in believing that P does not, in any given case, guarantee the high probability of truth, construed alethically, rather than the subject’s strong belief that the proposition is rendered highly likely to be true.

			Furthermore, even if one’s being completely justified in believing that P were evidence for the high likelihood of the alethic or non-epistemic truth of P, the main argument offered in part I, section 5 shows that, given both the history of science and our earlier pessimistic induction, one could certainly espouse alethic or correspondence truth as the goal of justification and inquiry and still clearly fail to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle.

			We can also note that in so defining justification epistemically, we are (1) specifying the basic aim of cognition by which the basic epistemic point of view can be defined and epistemic justification distinguished from others. Indeed, under an epistemic definition of justification the goal of cognition is to have beliefs one sincerely thinks are true in the correspondence or non-epistemic sense after all the available evidence is responsibly considered. Also, under an epistemic definition of justification, justification is rendered distinct from other kinds in that one can be justified in believing that P even though, on all the evidence available, it may, in fact, not be the case demonstrably that P is very probably or likely to be true in any non-epistemic sense. Moreover, (2) under the above definition it would follow that such justification is desirable because one ought to feel very confident about one’s beliefs being true in the correspondence sense only after a responsible examination of all available evidence. Such beliefs, one might say, are usually useful to adopt as sources of successful prediction, even if they are not often in fact true alethically. Such beliefs, one could also say, are desirable in the pursuit of knowledge because knowledge implies having beliefs that ultimately allow us, in virtue of their implications, to predict precisely our sensory experience and thereby allow us to adapt successfully to our world. And none of that would require actual demonstrable instances of our common or alethic conception of truth rather than demonstrable instances of what we responsibly take to be instances of our common conception of truth. Finally, (3) with respect as stipulated above, the epistemic conception of justification can provide nicely criteria for evaluating candidates for conditions of justification. One need only accept those beliefs responsibly asserted as true alethically after the relevant and available evidence is virtuously examined and after we have found we have no good reason to suppose the proposition is not true alethically.

			Notice too that the above epistemic definition of justification is epistemic not because it denies a ‘conceptual connection’ between truth, as we commonly profess to understand it, and epistemic justification but rather because it denies the need to believe in the demonstrable existence of particular non-epistemically true propositions in order to be ideally justified in sincerely believing a proposition true non-epistemically. In this way our common concept of truth (defined non-epistemically) is, we may repeat, a regulative concept within an epistemology that is ideal only if it defines truth epistemically in terms of evidence that would ideally justify our believing that some proposition or other is true alethically. 
Proponents of epistemic conceptions of justification, then, need not assume in their definition that they can decide which of their justified beliefs are alethically true; and accordingly, they cannot be accused of the circularity involved in denying that we can reliably determine which of our beliefs are true alethically and then defining justification in such a way as to imply that indeed there are such propositions.

			So, again there is nothing contradictory or viciously circular about a concept of justification that abandons the non-epistemic or correspondence explication of truth for the reason that the latter cannot be known to have any reliably decidable instances, and then defining justification in terms of what we unreservedly accept or think is true in the non-epistemic or correspondence sense. Nor need we here actually defend the above proposed epistemic definition of justification as the most appropriate and the most reflective of our current epistemological practices. The basic point in that proposal is simply that, in appealing to an epistemic definition of justification, we may well be explaining or defining justification in terms of what we think is true in the alethic sense, but we do not thereby define it in such a way as to commit us to the view that we cannot define justification unless we assume that justified beliefs are very probably true in the correspondence sense, and we can reliably decide which among our robustly confirmed or fully justified beliefs are true alethically. If we did thereby so define it, moreover, that would be a jaw-dropping instance of question begging against the main argument offered in part I, section 5 against accepting alethic or correspondence theories of truth.33

			In further urging his point in the first section cited above, Alston asks us to consider a way, presumably he means any way, of thinking of justification that does not exhibit ‘truth-conducivity,’ the most prominent of which would be the deontological concept of justification. According to this latter concept, one is justified in one’s belief if one satisfies one’s intellectual obligations in holding that belief. Alston notes quickly that, given this conception, it seems clear that one could be justified in believing a false proposition. One could live up to one’s obligations and end up with false beliefs. For Alston, the only way to obviate this disturbing possibility, or at least to minimize it, would be to build ‘truth-conducivity’ into the concept of justification in the way he describes above.34 Moreover, for Alston, this gives rise to the self-defeating and vicious circularity of trying to analyze truth, alethic truth, in terms of ideal justification conditions that are, in turn, defined or characterized alethically.

			In responding to this argument, we can note, first of all, that Alston is again giving a reason why we must define justification, or ideal justification conditions, non-epistemically in terms of ‘truth-conducivity’ understood in terms of the high likelihood of non-epistemic truth. The reason is that otherwise we could well end up in a situation where one could be ‘amply’ justified in believing a false proposition understood non-epistemically. But what is this to say if it is not that a necessary condition for any adequate epistemology is that one never be justified, or amply justified, in believing a false proposition? If that is what is implied, and it seems clear that it is (1996, 100n12), then it would appear that, for Alston, an adequate epistemology is one in which being justified, or ‘amply’ justified, in a belief is in fact having a belief that is true alethically (or non-epistemically) since he wants us to prevent by our proposed definition of justification the possibility that a person could be justified, or amply justified, in believing a false proposition.

			Interestingly, however, it is essential to radically non-epistemic or alethic theories of truth that one be able to be completely justified in believing false propositions. It is just that point that some philosophers, such as Putnam, seek to undermine in the name of advancing epistemic theories of truth (see section F above). Certainly, correspondence or non-epistemic theorists see nothing wrong with the idea that a person could be completely justified in believing a false proposition, as is evidenced in the fact that the Gettier-type counterexamples must assume as much in order to have their widely accepted effect.35 It also seems clear that if we are to prevent successfully such a possibility from occurring we would need to have for our belief evidence rendering it impervious to any future evidence that might disconfirm it. The only way to do that, apparently, would be to define ‘truth-conducivity’ so as to render impossible, or maximally unlikely, that one ever end up with an ‘amply’ justified belief that is false. With regard to knowledge of the external world, it seems that such a requirement would certainly be too strong, as it would require entailing evidence to satisfy the ‘truth-conducivity’ requirement.36 The only other option is simply to agree with this implication and then deny that we have any knowledge of the external world. But the correspondence theorist does not have the option to define knowledge of the external world in term of evidence that renders one’s believing that P, rather than one’s belief that P, likely to be true in the correspondence or alethic sense. Stated differently, by implication, Alston’s argument here would require of factual knowledge evidence rendering one’s justified beliefs about the world certain in the strongest Cartesian terms.

			Additionally, and perhaps most important, it is because epistemic theorists can deny that the primary goal of cognitive inquiry is the determination of which highly justified beliefs are true alethically, that we cannot accuse them of epistemological sin for failing to have a conception of justification that guarantees satisfaction of the goal of truth so understood. Given the main argument in part I, section 5, we should rather suppose epistemic theorists deny that we can know reliably which of our beliefs are specific instances of the non-epistemic or correspondence conception of truth. Hence, faulting them for possibly ending up with a belief that is justified but not true alethically constitutes a striking question-begging move against the reasons they would offer for abandoning any correspondence or alethic theory of truth as a vacuous concept.

			The main argument offered in the second section of the above cited Alston text asserts that any reliable definition of justification will need to define or explain the concept of justification in terms of evidence that is ‘available’ to the cognitive subject. But, for Alston, the problem for the epistemic theorist everywhere is that he cannot do this successfully without offering a definition that is viciously circular for the epistemic theory of justification. As Alston presents the argument, to say that evidence is ‘available’ is to say that one can come into possession of it readily or easily. So, Alston continues, “the crucial notion is possession of the evidence,” and the evidence will presumably consist of facts. But to be in possession of the facts in order to justify a belief most obviously means that one knows the facts and, of course, knowing that P implies that P is true. So, it follows that we cannot explicate the concept of ‘available evidence’ without assuming the existence of propositions alethically true. So also, genuine evidence has to be true non-epistemically or alethically. And if the “hard-pressed epistemic theorist” says having evidence is just a matter of having justified beliefs, then (for various reasons) we would need to construe such beliefs in terms of ideal epistemic circumstances. At this point, according to Alston, we would face the vicious circularity of defining ‘ideal justifiability’ in terms of an ideal epistemic situation which, in turn, we would have to define in terms of what beliefs would be ideally justified in such a situation.

			In responding to this second argument, it will suffice to observe that while this argument is defective in several respects, perhaps the two most striking flaws in it consist in its unargued assertion that knowledge requires beliefs demonstrably true alethically and that possessing the evidence is a matter of possessing the facts, which is really another way of saying that one knows the facts, with the understanding that truth understood alethically is what is required for knowledge of the facts. If the main argument offered in part I, section 5 for rejecting the correspondence theory of truth is sound, we should abandon the view that knowledge requires truth understood alethically for the very good reason that that conception of truth does not, for all the reasons mentioned in the main argument, fund a minimally adequate non-skeptical epistemology. If that main argument is sound, and if we are not to define knowledge simply in terms of warranted assertibility (sans verite), we need to characterize ‘truth’ epistemically in order to avoid wholesale skepticism, even if alethic truth is implied, as some contend, by our ordinary concept of knowledge.37

			Finally, Alston’s third and last argument in the text cited above consists in urging that because ideal justification would involve having all relevant evidence available, and because what makes evidence relevant is that it will increase or decrease the probability of the belief in question being true alethically, then any adequate definition of justification will necessarily involve appeal to truth understood alethically, again producing the vicious circle for the epistemic theorist.

			The epistemic theorist’s response to this third argument consists predictably in urging again that if the main argument offered in section 5 above is sound, then the relevance of evidence sufficient to justify a belief could just as easily consist in the tendency of such evidence to render our beliefs more suitable as instruments for prediction and control of our sensory experience. Alternatively, the epistemic theorist could equally well reply that, given the main argument in part I, section 5, the relevance of evidence is simply a matter of how confident it leaves us in thinking that the proposition or belief is very likely to be true alethically when the confidence is a function of the discerned predictive power of such beliefs, given other items such as consistency.

			All three arguments in the extended quote above from Alston will beg the question against the main argument offered in part I, section 5 by assuming that we have no choice but to define justification either directly or indirectly in terms of alethic or non-epistemic truth. As we have seen, the epistemic theorist can easily and non-circularly define justification, or ideal justification conditions, without appealing to truth so understood. And even if she were to define justification in terms of satisfying a goal of achieving alethic truth, it would not follow that she is thereby committed to the view that therefore we can reliably decide which of our justified beliefs demonstrably satisfy that definition, even when we may be strongly justified in believing that some do. Moreover, if the main argument in part I, section 5 is sound, the epistemic theorist has given us solid reasons why we should define justification without appealing to our common conception of truth, at least in so far as the appeal would commit us to the decidable existence of specific propositions satisfying the correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic definition.

			Finally, with regard to the question of whether we can successfully define justification without committing ourselves to the existence of propositions true in the alethic or non-epistemic sense, some will urge, along with Alston, Soames, Schmitt, Bonjour, Goldman, Moser, Kirkham, and others,38 that unless we define justification in terms of a proposition’s having a high likelihood of truth understood alethically or non-epistemically, then epistemic justification would be irrelevant to our main cognitive goal, which is the attainment of truth so understood.39 Bonjour, for example, has said, when arguing for the same thesis,

			It is only if we have some reason for thinking that epistemic justification constitutes a path to truth that we as cognitive beings have any motive for preferring epistemically justified beliefs to epistemically unjustified ones. (1985, 8)

			In fact, however, as noted earlier, we have a strong motive for accepting justified over unjustified beliefs if we define justification in terms of beliefs likely to provide epistemic and non-epistemic utilities by way of adapting to our environment and by allowing for a predictive control that would not otherwise occur, even if such beliefs do not always instantiate some alethic or non-epistemic conception of truth. Unjustified beliefs, beliefs not the product of epistemically reliable or virtuous methods, are notoriously defective by way of long-term predictive power; whereas beliefs accepted after virtuous inquiry using responsible methods are typically more reliable instruments by way of long-term prediction of our sensory experience.

			The correspondence or non-epistemic theorist might then predictably reply that the occurrence of such predictive power we cannot explain unless we adopt as the best available explanation for all that success, the view that there must be some propositions there that are true in the alethic sense. After all, the best available explanation for all that success might well be that some of our beliefs must then be correct descriptions of what they purport to describe.40

			But, in response, if we cannot sometimes reliably pick out which sentences in one’s framework are actually doing that work, we cannot, under the Non-vacuity Principle defended above, call them true because an adequate theory of truth, or explication of truth, will require that, at least sometimes, one be able to decide and justifiably pick out the instances of one’s proposed definition or explication under some theory or principle of evidence. In asserting that some propositions in our language must be correct descriptions of our world, however, we are offering an explanatory generalization which is not intended to be part of a theory of truth, even if it would be to reflect what alethic theorists mean by ‘true,’ because even alethic theorists cannot say justifiably, in the presence of long-term predictive power in theories, which sentences in the theory will not go the way of phlogiston even though we may have strong reason to believe that some of them will not.

			C. Objections from the Obvious Falsity of Idealism: 
Variations on the Egocentric Predicament

			Advocates of substantive non-epistemic theory often believe that no matter how plausible the motivation behind it, the price we would pay for accepting epistemic theory is too high. Satisfying the epistemic definition or characterization, they say, does not provide us with the truth as we commonly understand it, and hence it cannot provide us with any knowledge construed realistically about the world. For the epistemic theorist, as we saw, no matter how completely justified one may be in believing that P, P can never be demonstrably true in the alethic sense. Alternatively stated, alethic or correspondence theorists typically find the commitment to defining truth in terms of ideal justification uncompromisingly idealistic; it makes truth a function of the way we think, and about what we think, not a function of, or about, the mind-independent facts that make propositions asserting their existence true. The epistemic position is then inconsistent with belief in a knowable external world because, under it, there are no known facts, causally independent of minds, making propositions true independently of what we might believe the facts are—or so correspondence or non-epistemic theorists invariably assert.

			When Alston, for example, confronts the possibility that epistemic theorists might just reject the T-schema as capturing necessary and sufficient conditions for any presumptively adequate explication of truth, he says:

			First, the thesis seems obviously false. Surely it is as evident as anything can be that most of our statements do not attribute epistemic statuses to anything, but make claims of quite different sorts. . . . My opponent may claim that I am begging the question here by assuming a realist interpretation of our statements and beliefs. But what is the alternative? How can the view that all statements are epistemic statements be made remotely plausible?

			The only way I can see of doing that is to buy into some version of the absolutist idealist view that there is no fundamental distinction between thought and the reality it is about. The reality with which our statements and beliefs are concerned are nothing but thought and discourse that has attained its ultimate goal—to constitute an all embracing maximally coherent system. So, when I believe that salt contains sodium I believe something about an aspect of a comprehensive and fully coherent system of thought. If that is an epistemic state of affairs, something epistemic is what it takes to make my belief true. If embracing this view is what it takes to save an epistemic conception of truth, few will be willing to pay the price. . . .

			The fatal flaw is this. The supposition that I am always making epistemic claims about beliefs (statements) does not get so far as to be false. It cannot even be coherently thought. Consider the view that when I believe that sugar is sweet what I believe is that a certain belief is ideally justifiable, coheres with an all-comprehensive and fully articulated whole, or has some other epistemic status, E. Well, what belief is it that I believe to have E? It can’t be the belief that sugar is sweet. If it were, the belief (i.e. proposition believed) that sugar is sweet would turn out to be a proper part of itself. The proposition that sugar is sweet is the proposition that the proposition that sugar is sweet has E. That way lies madness. It must be some other proposition that we are believing to have E. But whatever candidate we suggest, it too will have to be construed as a proposition to the effect that some proposition has E. And what proposition is that? The propositional content of the original belief keeps expanding. Each time we try to say what proposition is believed to have E, it turns out that the proposition has some other proposition that has E. The upshot is that we never succeed in saying what the propositional content of the original belief is. This is a mug’s game, or, to speak more philosophically, an infinite regress. . . . We keep coming back to the same point without ever getting beyond it, without ever assigning a definite content to the belief in question. (1996, 215–16, emphasis added)41

			Similarly, Laurence Bonjour thinks that the adoption of epistemic theories of truth is ill advised for several reasons but mostly for being opposed to metaphysical realism and its commitment to the view that there is an an sich independent external reality that true propositions or beliefs in fact successfully describe. After noting that epistemic theories, or theories that replace truth with conditions of ideal justification of some sort, are in fact idealistic in opposing the fundamental tenet of realism, he argues, like Alston, that such theories are incoherent. He says:

			What we may ask is the alternative to metaphysical realism as thus understood? Assuming, as we will, that something indeed exists, that there is something rather than nothing, what sort of reality might it have other than reality an sich? Historically, the leading alternative is idealism: the view that things of some specified kind, or perhaps even things in general, exist as only objects of thought, as depicted or as represented by minds (5). But only a moment’s reflection will show that such a view is incoherent if adopted as a general thesis about reality: not everything can have reality only as the object of an act of thought or representation, for the representative act must itself exist an sich if it is to confer representative reality on its object. Thus although it would make sense at this level of abstraction to hold that an sich reality consists entirely of acts of representation (or perhaps, more plausibly, of the minds which engage in such acts), this is as far as idealism can coherently be pushed, and a view of this sort is still sufficient to vindicate metaphysical realism as understood here (6). Metaphysical realism thus appears to be unavoidably true (so long as anything exists at all). (1985, 160)

			There is still another very similar (if not identical to Bonjour’s) argument against adopting any epistemic theory of truth. According to this objection, epistemic theories of truth imply an idealism in which there are no mind-independent objects, that is, objects that are what they are, and would be what they are, even if no minds ever existed. Under this conception of idealism, all objects are therefore mental in nature and caused to exist by minds if not identical with the content of minds or ideas. Given this standard characterization, Frederick Schmitt, for example, asks us to explain how it is possible that a mind could constitute itself. His point is that it is difficult to see how a mind could make itself as an object of thought; and it is more than difficult to see how there could be an infinite sequence of constituting minds, so that each mind could be constituted by another mind. In order to explain the existence of anything, then, under an epistemic theory of truth, we would need to countenance an infinite regress of constituting minds (1995, 37).42

			One initial response to the general position reflected in these last three objections to epistemic theory is that such concern with the idealistic implications of epistemic theory hardly provides a good reason for adopting alethic or correspondence theories rather than epistemic theories. Indeed, given the main argument offered back in part I, section 5, alethic or non-epistemic theories also have the striking feature of guaranteeing global skepticism as long as human knowledge requires our being able to determine or decide, at least sometimes, which among all robustly confirmed or confirmable assertions are true alethically or non-epistemically. For all the reasons noted earlier, in accepting the Non-vacuity and Reliability Principles, we cannot determine whether the sentence asserting the existence of an external world is in fact true alethically or non-epistemically. But, of course, in the end, this tu quoque provides precious little comfort for the epistemic theorist who champions epistemic theory in part for its capacity to avoid global skepticism.

			More pointed, the above three objections share the core view that epistemic theory in any form will entail the denial, or at least the unknowability of, the existence of an external world and hence also deny that some of our beliefs are largely correct descriptions of that independent world. And if epistemic theorists were to argue in favor of our knowing such things because they construe knowledge in terms of what is completely warrantedly assertible, then the response is that ‘knowledge’ so conceived is knowledge in a purely Pickwickian sense, or ‘knowledge’ disembodied relative to the traditional concept of knowledge which requires truth-
conducivity understood alethically or in non-epistemic terms.43 This conclusion supposedly leads inevitably to the denial of the obvious distinction between thought and the object of thought. Contrary to what alethic or correspondence theorists invariably assert, however, epistemic theories make it quite reasonable to hold that some of our completely justified beliefs must in fact succeed in correctly describing the external world. That is certainly a belief they can be fully justified in asserting. To be sure, such beliefs are not, for that reason alone, ‘true’ alethically or non-epistemically because we would not be able to decide reliably which propositions in particular correctly describe the external world. That there must indeed be such an external world, and that some of our descriptions of such a world are correct, even if we cannot reliably say which, follows from the fact that otherwise we have no equally plausible explanation for the long-term predictive success of some of our beliefs, including our 
theoretical beliefs, when in fact we have no collective mental control over the outcomes of our experiments seeking to confirm such beliefs ostensibly about such an external world.

			Naturally, this last explication is part of a longer story to be told in the interest of showing in more detail that we can adopt coherently an epistemic theory of truth without falling headlong into a global idealism that denies the existence of an external world about which some of our beliefs are correct descriptions.44 Essential to that story is the argument that knowledge of this world can never be more than a matter of having completely justified beliefs; and any attempt to argue that such knowledge entails the alethic truth of what is known is doomed to failure owing to the implications of the view that one’s completely justified beliefs can never be more than highly likely to be true in the alethic sense. In the end, then, epistemic theorists will assert that we do in fact know (in the only sense in which one can know anything about this world) that there is an external world and that some of our beliefs must be correct descriptions or representations of it, because we are fully authorized in asserting as much. They are completely justified in believing as much and, for them, one can never be more than completely justified in believing anything is true non-epistemically or alethically. For the epistemic theorist, then, what we know can only be a matter of what we are completely justified in believing, and hence that the truth of what one so knows cannot be construed non-epistemically or alethically. Any other sense of ‘knows’ roots in accepting the truth of propositions alethically or non-epistemically characterized, and that will guarantee, by appeal to our main argument in part I, section 5, a dreadful global skepticism denying knowledge of the existence of an external world and the existence of more or less correct descriptions of it. When it comes to knowledge about this world, the only Pickwickian sense of ‘knows’ is that sense that requires of knowledge truth construed non-epistemically or alethically. We will return to this point later.45

			In the above citation, incidentally, Alston additionally asserts that epistemic construals of truth are obviously false, and adoption of epistemic theories involves a vicious infinite regress that we can only avoid by denying the reality of the distinction between thought and the object of thought. This is because, as Alston and others so often claim, if one adopts any epistemic theory of truth, one never asserts the content of any proposition about the world, but only that a proposition asserting a particular content is more or less ideally justified. In other words, according to Alston and many others, what epistemic theorists assert, when they assert statements, is not the content of the statement, but only the epistemic status of the statement.46 Alston thinks it obviously false, however, that when we claim a certain statement is true what we are doing is asserting something about the epistemic status of the proposition as more or less ideally justified. Moreover, as if that were not enough, the supposition that we are always making epistemic claims about beliefs is so incoherent it does not even get a chance to be simply false. What, after all, is the proposition that one believes when one believes that sugar is sweet? Alston’s reply is that for the epistemic theorist the answer cannot be simply that the proposition or belief “sugar is sweet” is ideally justified, because that would make the belief “sugar is sweet” a proper part of itself. Rather, when the epistemic theorist asserts that “sugar is sweet” he must be asserting simply that the proposition that sugar is sweet is the proposition that the proposition that sugar is sweet is ideally justified. This is madness, Alston claims, because it prevents us from ever being able to specify just what the content of the original proposition is if all statements are epistemic statements. So, the view that all statements are epistemic statements is not even remotely plausible short of buying into an absolute idealism in which the distinction between thought and the reality it is about no longer exists. Often this general objection finds itself expressed in the sentiment that unless one sometimes asserts directly that something in the external world is as a statement asserts it to be, we will be forever trapped in the egocentric predicament of never being able to get beyond the data of our own consciousness; and since epistemic theory never allows us to assert the alethic truth of any particular proposition about this world, alethic theory can never tell us anything in particular about an external world, or even that there is one.47

			In confronting this particular objection, however, it seems clear that when the epistemic theorist asserts that sugar is sweet, she is asserting that the belief in the proposition that sugar is sweet is completely justified but, contrary to what Alston and others argue, it does not follow from this that the epistemic theorist never asserts the content of any proposition rather than an infinite regress of statements about propositions. For when she asserts that sugar is sweet, she asserts that that proposition is ideally justified and, moreover, that we are therefore completely justified in accepting or asserting the content of that proposition as true in the non-epistemic or alethic sense. Asserting that one’s belief that P is completely justified or robustly confirmed is to sincerely assert the content of the justified belief as true non-epistemically, but it is not to show that the proposition in question is true non-epistemically. Here then is an alternative to claiming that for epistemic theorists all statements are purely epistemic statements. And even if it were not, there does not seem to be anything particularly implausible (unless one already accepts as obvious the alethic or non-epistemic explication and thereby begs the question against the main argument in part I, section 5) about claiming that human rationality or knowledge is basically nothing more than a matter of accepting propositions that we are completely justified in accepting as true alethically, even though we have no reliable way to show that the propositions in question are true in that sense, rather than very probably true alethically. In brief, for the epistemic theorist, knowledge is a matter of having beliefs we are completely justified in accepting as true alethically, and we are completely justified in accepting as true in that sense the claim that there is an external world and that some of our beliefs are correct descriptions of it. On pain of consistency, of course, no epistemic theorist could ever assert the content of a proposition or belief if in so doing she is thereby claiming, or accepting, as demonstrably true alethically (non-epistemically) the proposition in question. If most people assert, as Alston says they do, the content of propositions as true alethically, then that is clearly because they believe the correspondence or alethic conception of truth is demonstrably instanced in those propositions. As we shall see, epistemic theorists may, in good conscience and along with everybody else, sincerely assert that sugar is sweet because they believe that that proposition is true in the alethic sense, but then deny that we can ever reliably show that any particular proposition or belief about the world is true in that sense. Paradoxically perhaps, while rejecting in the main argument all substantive non-epistemic or alethic conceptions of truth as a condition for human knowledge, they nonetheless assert certain propositions as beliefs they accept as true alethically . . . because they are entitled to think that they are true in that sense.

			Accordingly, there is nothing contradictory about accepting a proposition as alethically true while at the same time denying that there is any reliable way of sorting those beliefs that do, from those that do not, instantiate that conception of truth. One simply accepts all ideally justified beliefs as true alethically while at the same time accepting the proposition that none of the beliefs one is so entitled to accept are thereby demonstrated instances of that concept of truth rather than instances of propositions that are very likely to be true in that sense. If the celebrated Preface Paradox is not an instance of contradiction, neither is asserting propositions as true alethically and then denying that we have any way of determining which propositions are in fact true alethically among all those one is fully entitled to accept as alethically true. Because we are fully entitled to assert as much, we sincerely believe that some people have two legs, that it is true in the ordinary non-epistemic sense that some people have two legs. But we are also fully entitled to sincerely assert that, however fully entitled we may be in asserting that some people have two legs, that entitlement does not show my belief true in the ordinary sense rather than show it very likely to be true in that sense.48

			D. The Intensional Argument against Epistemic Theories

			In addition to the general objections discussed above, there is what Alston calls an Intensional Argument against epistemic theories of truth. Similar to the other objections discussed earlier, this objection also reflects a common concern often raised by other advocates of non-epistemic or alethic theory when they argue against epistemic theories of truth. The argument in question appears in the following Alston passage:

			The most direct attack on the intensional front would be an intuitive claim that by carefully reflecting on what we mean when we say of a proposition, statement, or belief that it is true, we find nothing about justifiability, ideal or otherwise, in that meaning. I am strongly inclined to make this claim. I do think that just by being a fluent speaker of English, and by being sufficiently reflective, I can ascertain that it is no part of what I mean by saying “It is true that gold is malleable” that a belief that gold is malleable would be justifiable under some conditions or other, however ideal. But in the face of widespread contemporary skepticism about meaning, and about reflective judgments as to what a term or utterance does or doesn’t mean, it would be desirable to have an argument that does not depend on intuitive semantic judgments. Such an argument is not difficult to find.

			The basic point is this. On a realist conception of truth the fact that sugar is sweet is both necessary and sufficient for its being true that sugar is sweet. It is true that P if and only if P. Moreover, any such conditional is necessarily conceptually true: it is rendered true by the concept of truth. Since the fact that P is (necessarily) both necessary and sufficient for its being true that P, that leaves no room for an epistemic necessary or sufficient condition. Nothing more is required for its being true that P than just the fact that P, and nothing less will suffice. How then can some epistemic status of the proposition (belief, statement) that P be necessary and sufficient for the truth of P? It seems clear that the imposition of an epistemic necessary and sufficient condition for truth runs into conflict with the T-schema. (1996, 209)

			In other words, any plausible attempt to define, explain, or explicate the concept of truth must accommodate the T-schema because the latter captures noncontroversially what is indisputably a necessary and sufficient condition for our common or realist conception of truth, and because the T-schema is neutral as between any proposed definition or explication of truth, any proposed definition must capture what it asserts as necessary and sufficient for any proposed definition of truth.49 But, under this argument, it is clear that every epistemic conception of truth is inconsistent with adopting the T-schema and hence must be rejected as a fundamental perversion of the meaning of our common conception of truth. Alston also argues in detail that any possible rejoinders by epistemic theorists seeking to reconcile the epistemic conception of truth with the T-schema will fail, and the only possible way to succeed at it is, as we saw earlier, to accept some form of absolute idealism wherein there is no fundamental distinction between thought and the reality it is about (1996, 215–16).

			In reply to this intensional argument, recall that the epistemic theorist need not reject the argument that the T-schema captures adequately the core intuition behind our common conception of truth, or what we say ‘true’ means, and epistemic theories are in conflict with it if epistemic theories are offered as explications of our common conception of truth. It is simply that the intensional argument is irrelevant as an objection to epistemic theories as soon as one sees that the project behind epistemic theories is not to provide a suitable definition or explication of our common concept of truth, or even to provide more radically a general replacement for our common concept of truth. Rather, as we have frequently urged, the epistemic theorist is best viewed as seeking to provide an alternative conception of truth to avoid global skepticism and provide for a suitable semantics of truth consistent with the Non-Vacuity and Reliability Principles urged back in the beginning of this essay.50 So, for epistemic theorists, the T-schema and the correspondence or alethic intuition at the heart of it is quite acceptable as a suitable explication of any presumptively adequate characterization of our common conception of truth. But it should be rejected as both necessary and sufficient for any concept of truth suitable for an essentially nonskeptical epistemology. Indeed, in the interest of avoiding global skepticism, the main argument back in part I, section 5 is simply another way of arguing for the rejection of any concept or characterization of truth consistent with the T-schema in explicating the concept of truth necessary in a nonskeptical epistemology. By implication, agreeing with what Alston elsewhere suggests (1996, 217), the T-schema is not neutral as between any presumptively adequate explications of truth; it requires of any presumptively acceptable explication of ‘true’ that it capture the non-epistemic or alethic intuition at the heart of our common conception of truth. In fact, as we have seen, the T-schema reflects what Tarski took to be nothing more than a condition of material adequacy for any proposed definition of truth as we ordinarily understand it. Recall that, for Tarski, the intuition at the heart of the T-schema was essentially the intuition behind Aristotle’s celebrated dictum on the nature of truth. Tarski saw himself as requiring in the T-schema the alethic or correspondence intuition offered by Aristotle as a primitive and unargued intuition about the nature of truth as we commonly understand it.

			Certainly those epistemic theorists who can adopt the main argument offered in part I, section 5 will reject the T-schema as representing a necessary and sufficient condition for any adequate explication or characterization of truth. They see in it nothing more than a bald assertion of the alethic, correspondence, or non-epistemic theory when in fact that is precisely what they are arguing against in adopting the main argument in part I, section 5, although they do not deny that it represents what is necessary and sufficient for characterizing truth as we commonly understand it. In sum, although many assert, rightly so, that the T-schema is a noncontroversial requirement for any acceptable explication of our common conception of truth, epistemic theorists need not, and should not, be seen as denying that our common conception of truth is alethic or non-epistemic (and hence captured in the T-schema). Rather they should be seen as asserting that an adequate theory of truth for a nonskeptical epistemology must reject our common conception of truth for an epistemic conception that we might then well define regulatively and consistently in terms of our common conception of truth. Consequently, epistemic theorists who take seriously the main argument in part I, section 5 will naturally regard the intensional argument against epistemic theories as question begging and irrelevant.

			E. The Objection from Pernicious Relativity

			The argument from pernicious relativity against epistemic conceptions of truth is common and proceeds from the observation that if truth is defined epistemically in terms of ideal justification, relative to generally accessible evidence at a particular time, then one and the same proposition could be both true and false for being ideally justified for us at one time, but its denial being ideally justified at a later time when more relevant evidence becomes accessible. For example, if epistemic theory is acceptable and we define knowledge in terms of having beliefs maximally justified on all accessible evidence at the time of their assertion, then it would follow that at time T1 we knew that phlogiston existed, and hence that at time T1 it is true epistemically that phlogiston exists. But if later, at time T2, when we find more evidence and become maximally justified on all the then-accessible evidence, in believing that phlogiston never existed, that we were simply mistaken in thinking it had, then it would seem to follow that at time T1 it is true epistemically that phlogiston both exists and does not exist. Such inconsistency is the pernicious implication of defining truth epistemically, that is, relative to different bodies of evidence at different times.

			Additionally, if we define truth in terms of justification relative to all available and accessible evidence, we can readily imagine one proposition and its denial being true at the same time when the epistemic communities involved are isolated and different bodies of evidence are ideal relative to each isolated community. Imagine, for example, a group of very distant extraterrestrials having considerably more accessible evidence than we do on the question of who assassinated John Kennedy and, unlike us, they are, relative to their currently accessible evidence, ideally justified in their belief that Lee Harvey Oswald did not assassinate John Kennedy. Rather they are completely justified in believing Peewee Herman did it. In this case, one and the same proposition, namely, “Lee Harvey Oswald killed President Kennedy” could be both true and false at the same time. In either case, defining truth relative to accessible evidence ideal for a community is pernicious in that it would lead to one and the same proposition being both true and false at the same time. But, so the argument concludes, truth then cannot vary in this way relative to differing epistemic situations. If it is true at time T1 that Lee Harvey Oswald killed President Kennedy, then it is true forever that Lee Harvey Oswald killed President Kennedy; and if at time T1 it is true for us that “Lee Harvey Oswald killed Kennedy” then it is true for everybody. 51 Alston, among others, gives voice, in part, to the sentiments behind the objection from pernicious relativity in the following passage:

			When we think about identifying the truth of a belief with something in the area of justification, the first thing to notice is the impossibility of supposing that a belief’s being justified, as we ordinarily think of this, is sufficient for, much less identical with, its being true. There is more than one reason for this. (1) Whether a particular belief is justified for a particular person depends on that person’s epistemic situation. The belief that gold is malleable (i.e. not someone’s state of believing this at a certain time, but what is believed when someone believes that) may be justified for one person, A at time t1, and unjustified for A or another person, B at time t2. The epistemic status of a belief varies over different epistemic situations. But truth value does not vary in this way. A belief (i.e. a belief content) is true or false once for all. It does not alter its truth value through time or across the population. If it is true that gold is malleable, then it is true for everyone and at every time. How then can something immutable, truth, be identified with something situation-relative, epistemic status? These considerations subvert any simple identification of truth and justification. (1996, 192)

			Out of concern for the alleged pernicious relativity involved, some epistemic theorists have been willing to give up the Principle of Bivalence and hence the view that any knowable proposition about the world must be either true or false. They see epistemic theory entailing a pernicious relativity only because they allow for one and the same proposition being simultaneously both true and false, and so they are willing, in the name of avoiding the incipient skepticism of radically transcendental theories of truth, to abandon Bivalence and whatever that implies for classical logic. Naturally, most philosophers, inspired by the objection from pernicious relativity, might regard the abandonment of Bivalence as the ultimate reductio par excellence of epistemic theory. But is it necessary to abandon Bivalence in order to accommodate epistemic theories? Is the objection from pernicious relativity a sufficiently good objection to warrant such abandonment?

			To see that it is not, consider briefly Putnam’s example about incompatible truths. In the example, we ask two different people, Fred and Amy, to look into a bag and count how many objects there are in the bag. Fred looks and announces that there are exactly three objects X, Y, and Z. Now suppose Amy is a mereologist who believes that every part of an object is an object and, moreover that the sum of any two objects is itself an object.

			Amy looks into the bag and says: “Actually, there are exactly seven objects in this bag: X, Y, Z, X+Y, X+Z, Y+Z, and X+Y+Z.” Putnam’s point is that while both answers seem contradictory for leading to the view that there is and there is not exactly three (or seven) objects in the bag, there does not seem to be anything wrong with either. Presumably, the example purports to show that if epistemic theories lead to mutually incompatible answers to the same question, there need not be anything pernicious about it at all. Both answers are correct or true because Fred and Amy are expressing propositions relative to distinct conceptual schemes (1978, 32–33; 1992, 120).

			As some have quickly observed, however, the idea that both answers can be incompatible and equally true is problematic. Fred’s and Amy’s respective answers are logically consistent, or they are not; and if they are both true and not inconsistent one with the other, then in what sense are they incompatible? That seems to be nothing more than that they are answers from different perspectives. But if this is the only sense in which they are incompatible, that is certainly no reason to abandon epistemic theories. The alleged contradiction implied is no contradiction at all. The two answers merely appear inconsistent. Indeed, they are not inconsistent; they are two different propositions owing to the fact that they are asserted from two different perspectives. Contradictions occur only when the same content is both asserted and denied at the same time from the same point of view. A proposition and its denial can both be true if they are asserted from different points of view or at different times relative to differing bodies of evidence available at those times. That is how two sentences apparently contradicting each other, two robustly confirmed propositions asserted at different times from different perspectives, such as “phlogiston exists” and “phlogiston does not exist,” do not in fact contradict each other. That is also why the objection from pernicious relativity fails to refute epistemic theories. Epistemic theorists need not fear having to abandon Bivalence in order to deal with the alleged contradictions involved in ‘lost truth’ and in one and the same proposition being both true and false at the same time relative to different bodies of evidence. The trick is to see that there are no contradictions involved here, and therefore the relativity involved is not pernicious for the reasons usually stated. They are merely supposed contradictions and, as John Searle has noted, as soon as we see the different perspectives or schemes giving rise to the different answers, the contradiction disappears, as would the need to abandon epistemic theories for being inconsistent with classical logic and Bivalence (Searle 1995, 163; see also Blackburn 1994, 19).52

			What about Alston’s claim that truth does not vary from time to time, that if it is true at time T1 that Oswald killed Kennedy, then it is true forever that Oswald killed Kennedy, and it is true for everybody everywhere? This same thesis on the imperishability of truth is widely accepted as obvious.53 Here again, these implications follow from our ordinary concept of truth, from the non-epistemic or alethic sense of truth. But if epistemic theorists are seeking to define a replacement concept in order to avoid skepticism, this criticism is really no better than asserting that any acceptable explication of truth must capture the correspondence, disquotational, or alethic sense of truth and, for the epistemic theorist, that is just what is at issue and what is directly challenged in the main argument in part I, section 5. The only way this sort of objection could hold water is under the assumption that the epistemic theorist is attempting to define truth understood in terms of correspondence or is obliged to do so; but, in fact, our epistemic theorist is neither attempting nor obliged to so define truth.

			F. The Objection from Simple Incredibility

			Part I began with two quotes to underscore a widely and deeply entrenched intuition that some beliefs are so obviously true that no argument imaginable could ever refute them, and the non-epistemic conception of truth is just such a belief. Like the belief that nobody exists, the objection asserts, it would be absurd to reject or replace the correspondence or any non-epistemic conception of truth in any context no matter what the argument against it. Its denial for any reason whatever is simply incredible and profoundly so. To repeat those quotes:

			I have been presenting the realist conception of truth as if it were an important, exciting, and controversial philosophical position. But, you may suppose, it is nothing but a miserable truism that no one in his right mind would deny. What could be more obvious than that it is true that there are books in my study if and only if there are books in my study? What’s all the fuss about? Well, it does seem to me an obvious truism that this is the way to think about the truth. But nonetheless it has been frequently and enthusiastically denied, especially in recent times. (William Alston 1996)

			and

			Putnam’s thesis is incredible. We are in the presence of a paradox, as surely as when we meet the man who offers us a proof that there are no people, and in particular that he himself does not exist. It is out of the question to follow the argument where it leads. We know in advance that there is something wrong, and the challenge is to find out where. If the paradox monger is good at his work, we stand to learn something; and indeed, I think Putnam’s paradox affords an important lesson. (David Lewis 1984)

			Although Alston and Lewis have considered at length and evaluated carefully arguments favoring the epistemic theory of truth, their claims are reminiscent of G. E. Moore’s assertion to the effect that no matter how apparently sound one’s argument may appear for skepticism, our deeply entrenched belief to the contrary assures us that there must be something wrong with the premises. Along with David Lewis, for example, even if we are not able to say just what undermines the premises, we most certainly know that any argument concluding that nobody exists is just too incredible to accept in any ordinary sense of ‘exist,’ much less take seriously. After all, what is more likely, that we are mistaken about our belief that somebody exists or that there is an error in the argument concluding that nobody exists, even though we may not be able to detect the error?

			Critics of both G. E. Moore and those so disposed to argue similarly for this same view are quick to note that, apart from technically poisoning the well against any attempt to question any of our most cherished beliefs about the world, there is also an unmistakable ad hominem quality to the claim that some beliefs we have are so obviously true that nobody can rationally argue against them. Moore and his sympathizers have responded that the strength of the unargued intuition against the conclusion renders the conclusion obviously unacceptable, no matter what the premises and no matter how one argues for them. In short, the falsity of the conclusion is so apparent that its being false needs no justification, and the premises of the conclusion, no matter how well defended, can never be as obviously true as the belief denying the conclusion. The deeply rooted intuition against the conclusion, then, reflects a miserable truism it would be madness to deny; we know, no matter what, that the conclusion must be false.

			Apart from the ad hominem, and the poisoning-the-well, such Moorean argumentation reflects sheer dogmatism and question begging against any argument questioning what we regard as obviously true, if only we feel very strongly about it. To this criticism, of course, there is the predictable Moorean response that unless we know something without conscious appeal to evidence, we cannot know anything with evidence. Surely, Mooreans say, such luminaries as Aristotle, Peirce, John Austin, and Scotch Common Sense philosophers taught us that much. So, we must start somewhere with what seems so transparently acceptable that its denial would honestly provoke universally the charge of insanity on the part of nearly all reasonable persons. How might we respond, if at all, to such a procedure in general, and then to its particular appeal as a reply to dismissing on its basis any argument against the correspondence or alethic theory of truth?

			The proper reply here to Moore and his followers consists in pointing out that even if we accept Aristotle’s claim that there must be some knowledge without need for conscious appeal to other known propositions as evidence, we must not accept Aristotle’s point in such a way as to endorse the ensuing dogmatism that makes it a priori impossible to challenge successfully any deep intuitions that happen to conflict head-on with our own. One way to do this is to contextualize Aristotle’s and Moore’s thesis by construing it as a claim to the effect that basic knowledge consists of propositions that seem so initially credible or obvious to everybody at the time that it would be silly or pointless even to ask for evidence for them, much less take seriously any assertion against them given all the relevant evidence available, and given that there is no argument on the table directly challenging what we take to be noncontroversially true. Such propositions would fall into the class of the prima facie irrefutable and whose denials we cannot even imagine being true in any conceivable circumstances. The virtue of construing basic knowledge this way is threefold.

			First, it avoids the sort of dogmatism that asserts that nothing anybody could ever say could possibly present sufficient evidence for rejecting what one honestly cannot even imagine ever being false.

			Second, it would respect the facts of our cognitive history wherein beliefs universally thought to be so true that nothing could ever undermine them were subsequently rejected on new evidence by common consent. For example, there was a time when nobody could even imagine the geocentric thesis false. The very idea that the sun could be stationary and the earth turning at great speed on its axis while rotating around a stationary sun was inconceivable in its day, given both the evidence available at the time and the powers of imagination relative to what people knew or thought they knew. Some Church cardinals, we are sometimes told, would not even look through Galileo’s telescope at the evidence confirming the geocentric thesis because for them, as it was for everybody else, it was just obvious that the earth was not moving, and the sun was not stationary or fixed.

			Remember also the frequency with which people asserted certain beliefs to be so obviously true that the very idea of questioning them would be tantamount to sheer madness. There is, for example, the familiar anecdote to the effect that one day when G. E. Moore was lecturing at the University of California and arguing that it is obvious there is an external world, he asserted that he was as certain of the existence of the external world as he was that there was a clock on the wall. A student attending the lecture, so the story goes, promptly and audibly noted that the object Moore was pointing to while making his assertion was not in fact a clock but a painting of a clock. Apparently, Moore was more confident of his eyesight than he had any right to be. In spite of Moore’s protestation to the effect that the student’s observation was irrelevant to the argument at hand, we all know better. It was not irrelevant. It was a refutation and a nice reminder that no matter how strongly one feels about something or other, the inability to even imagine the falsity of one’s belief has sometimes been a frail reed in the search for knowledge. So, it certainly should not count as grounds sufficient to dismiss any and all possible arguments seeking to undermine what we may personally or collectively find impossible to honestly deny. Nor, of itself, should it be sufficient to dismiss without reflection any such argument at hand.

			Third, as indicated above, starting the system where there is no honest doubt is one thing; refusing to look at an argument on the table challenging what we may believe to be obviously irrefutable is, in addition to being dogmatic, palpable question begging. Contextualizing Aristotle has the further advantage of letting us avoid the question begging. While it is easy to agree, for example, with David Lewis that it is absurd to take seriously any argument to the effect that nobody exists, one should not too readily generalize from that to the conclusion that if it seems very obviously the case that P, and insane even to deny that P, one is justified in ignoring any argument on the table that seeks to establish not-P for the reason that when it is obviously the case that P, nothing could possibly count as good evidence for not-P. Presumably, along with Peirce and others, we might easily agree that basic knowledge is what is initially strongly credible because it seems so obvious, and because there is no good evidence to the contrary after reasonable attempts to find any that might well be there. This is where we start the system and this is what we may call basic knowledge. But having basic knowledge, as so characterized, is hardly a reason to suppose that no evidence in the remote future will ever show such beliefs, after a period of reflection and argumentation, false or inconsistent with deeper intuitions or evidence yet to be uncovered or even thought about.

			G. The Objection from the Lottery Paradox

			If we construe justification sufficient for knowledge in terms of the high probability or likelihood of truth understood non-epistemically, as does the epistemic theorist when defining truth in terms of justification and then explicate justification recursively in terms of the high likelihood or probability of truth understood non-epistemically, then we end up with a contradiction or at least a very troublesome paradox. Suppose, for example, Steve buys a ticket for a billion-dollar prize in a fair lottery and that, including Steve, five trillion people have already bought a ticket for the same lottery. The odds against Steve’s winning the lottery are five trillion to one. Suppose Steve knows the odds before he buys the ticket. He is more likely to be struck suddenly, of course, by a falling aircraft in the next ten seconds than he is likely to win this lottery. It follows, on good epistemic theory, that Steve will not win the lottery and that he knows he will not win the lottery. After all, he has defined truth in terms of having highly justified beliefs and the latter in terms of propositions rendered by the available evidence maximally likely to be true alethically. Steve, then, knows that he will not win this lottery, just as he presumably knows he will not be hit suddenly by a falling aircraft in the next ten seconds. Of course, the rub here is that all this can be said of each and every ticket holder in this lottery, with the conclusion that everybody who has a ticket for this lottery and also knows the odds of winning are five trillion to one, knows that he will not win the lottery, and, therefore, that it is true that nobody will win.

			But somebody does win, because this is a fair lottery; and that is why conventional wisdom has it that no matter what the odds are against winning, Steve can never know that he will lose the lottery.54 He cannot ignore the real or salient possibility that he will win, no matter what the odds; and he would need to eliminate that real possibility as an alternative in order to know that he will not win the lottery. More pointed, for the person who does win the lottery, it follows that, under the epistemic construal of truth, it is both true that he knows that he will not win the lottery and that he wins it; and, so the objection goes, either that is a contradiction or truth is not a necessary condition for knowledge. Such, alas, is one of the unacceptable implications of defining truth in terms of the high probability of truth understood epistemically and knowledge in terms of having beliefs highly probable or highly likely to be true on available evidence. Can the epistemic theorist survive this objection?

			The proper response to this objection is that, once again, the counterexample assumes just what we are not allowed to assume if we accept the main argument offered in part I, section 5. If that argument is sound, we are no longer allowed to appeal to intuitions the argument seeks to undermine and therefore to presuppose that, or assume that, knowledge requires truth defined alethically or non-epistemically. Otherwise one is guilty of question begging against that argument and thereby of advancing the cause of skepticism for reasons urged in the argument. But this is precisely what the objection at hand does because in the course of the objection it assumes, as a simple matter of common sense, that it is in fact true non-epistemically that somebody in fact wins this lottery, that we can decide which proposition is true as a matter of common sense, that we know most certainly that the holder of the winning ticket wins the lottery. In other words, this objection looks straight into the main argument for rejecting all substantive non-epistemic conceptions of truth and rejects it by simply asserting without justification just what the conclusion argues against. Of course it seems counterintuitive; but that’s just because the objector is in the grasp intuitively of the concept he should have abandoned in light of the main argument against any form of non-epistemic theory.

			If one does abandon the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth for the main argument in part I, section 5, then one should find it relatively easy to say that some of the things one knows may not be so, that what one knows for being robustly confirmed need not be the case because one cannot ever decide reliably just what is the case rather than what is highly likely to be the case. For the person suddenly holding the winning ticket in the above lottery, the only way she can describe just what happened is to say, “I knew a while ago that I would not win the lottery, but now I know I just did win the lottery” and that utterance can harbor the usual charge of contradiction only if one begs the question against the main argument in part I, section 5 by assuming that if one knew a while ago that one would not win the lottery then one’s knowing as much requires satisfaction of a non-epistemic conception of truth—and that is just what one cannot assume consistently with accepting the main argument. Admittedly, while some will find expressions such as “What you knew earlier, you now no longer know” or “I did know it was a zebra a little while ago, but I no longer know that” obviously absurd (DeRose 1992, 924–25; Wright 1986b), there are others who in emphasizing the radical defeasibility of all empirical knowledge find it quite natural to say such things after it becomes clear that one can say that one’s past knowledge was defeated by new evidence (Pryor 2003).

			Some philosophers have thought that when a rational person enters a lottery knowing that the probability of his winning is five trillion to one, it still must be that he does not know that he will lose; otherwise, so the argument goes, he would not have bought the ticket. Why would anybody buy a lottery ticket if one knows that no matter what the number on the ticket may be, it is a loser? The answer seems straightforward enough. He believes that some of the things he knows are not so, that, in fact, some of the things he knows are false under a non-epistemic construal of truth. Once one has accepted the argument for epistemic construal of truth, such sentences are not at all contradictory, although, to be sure, if one accepts any of the usual construals of truth in terms fundamentally non-epistemic, the answer is clearly contradictory. They can only be seen as contradictory or crazy utterances by those profoundly lost in the grasp of the non-epistemic conception of truth as the only viable conception available to us; but it is the point of the main argument above that that conception of truth is indefensible as suitable for any nonskeptical epistemology. As soon as we give up the non-epistemic construal of truth, what had seemed hopelessly contradictory should become a platitude without abandoning truth as a necessary condition for knowledge. These considerations are not unlike the reply to the common objection from the Preface Paradox, to which we may now turn briefly.

			H. The Objection from the Preface Paradox

			As we saw earlier, the Preface Paradox derives from the example of an author who, in the preface to her book, asserts that while she sincerely accepts as true every assertion made in the book, nonetheless she also sincerely believes that some of those assertions may or must be false, but she does not know which are the false ones. From this kind of preface it is often alleged that such a claim is inconsistent because it asserts that some of the propositions she sincerely believes to be true she also sincerely believes at the same time to be false. Are we then not, so the objection goes, in precisely the same position when we assert that we sincerely accept as true, construed non-epistemically, all those beliefs that are fully warrantedly assertible and at the same time argue that nevertheless some of them will not be true in the non-epistemic sense, although we cannot know or justifiably say which ones are not true? Does this not equally imply that some of the beliefs I sincerely accept as true alethically I also sincerely accept as not true alethically?

			The best response to this objection is to deny that epistemic theories allow for the contradiction indicated. Epistemic theorists assert only that some of the propositions they sincerely believe or accept as alethically true will not succeed in correctly describing the world in spite of the splendid evidence they may have for them doing so. Oddly enough, that in fact is to affirm what non-epistemic theorists accept as central to the non-epistemic conception of truth, when they refer to the cautionary sense of ‘true’ and to the radically transcendental nature of truth captured in the belief that no matter how compelling the evidence may be, the proposition could still be false. There is a world of difference between that and asserting that some of the beliefs one sincerely accepts as true are at the same time, from the same point of view, beliefs one sincerely accepts as false. The contradiction occurs only if she asserts that she sincerely believes that P is true and that, at the same time from the same point of view, she sincerely believes that P is false. But that is not anything the epistemic theorist ever needs to say.

			Moreover, it will not follow that this way of avoiding the objection from the Preface Paradox actually succeeds only by way of affirming the core of the non-epistemic theory of truth captured in the cautionary sense of ‘knows.’ What makes one an epistemic theorist on truth is not the assertion that some of the propositions one sincerely accepts as true alethically are not true; rather it is that, on the assumption that some of them are indeed true alethically, we have no reliable way to distinguish between the two and hence have no justification for asserting of any particular proposition that it is true and that, therefore, the non-epistemic conception of truth is vacuous rather than something one must accept simply for observing that some of our splendidly confirmed beliefs will not be true in any non-epistemic sense. There are other reasons for rejecting the Preface Paradox in its own right. There is, for example, ambiguity in the scope of the existential quantifier, and without that ambiguity the paradox would not occur. But this should suffice to show that if indeed the Preface Paradox were to imply a contradiction of some sort, there can be no fear that the epistemic theorist would thereby be impaled by the objection that she utters the same sort of contradiction when affirming that some of the beliefs she sincerely accepts as true alethically are not in fact true in that sense.

			I. The Objection from Abandoning Bivalence

			Finally, as we noted above in section E, some have objected to epistemic theories of truth on the grounds that their acceptance requires abandoning the Principle of Bivalence, which they think necessary to preserve the heart of classical logic and rationality. There we saw, with the assistance of Putnam, Searle, and Blackburn, that it is not necessary, simply in order to avoid the charge of pernicious relativity, that one abandon Bivalence. Let us return to a variation on this objection. In so doing, we will see that epistemic theorists have one very good reason to abandon Bivalence, but whether that abandonment has any pernicious effects is by no means established.

			Under Bivalence, the contradiction or negation of a true proposition about the world must itself be a false proposition, just as the negation of a false proposition must be true. Either there is a rabbit in my study or there is not, and if it is true that there is a rabbit in my study, then it is false that there is not a rabbit in my study. However, if we define truth in terms of ‘warranted assertibility’ or ‘supremely warranted assertibility,’ then, as others, including Crispin Wright and Pascal Engel, have argued, we must abandon Bivalence because, among other things, it does not follow from the fact that a proposition is not warrantedly assertible that it is therefore false, but that is exactly what should follow if we are to preserve Bivalence and any logic necessary for rational discourse.55

			Dummett, we may recall, argued that a verificationist semantics rooting in any epistemic conception of truth will need to abandon Bivalence even as a weakly valid principle and survive on intuitionistic logic alone rather than on classical logic, because intuitionistic logic denies Bivalence as even a weakly valid general principle. For Dummett, however, this sort of concession is not an abandonment of rationality rather than the identifying feature of the epistemic and hence of antirealism. But if realists are to accept DS or Tarski’s T-schema, and hence some type of non-epistemic conception of truth, then, according to Dummett, they must accept generalized Bivalence even if only as a weakly valid principle; otherwise they would be allowing that the truth of a proposition, belief, or assertion about the world could depend on what we think about it rather than simply on whether what it asserts to be the case is the case regardless of what and how we think. For Dummett, accepting DS or any non-epistemic conception of truth is inconsistent with rejecting Bivalence, and accepting any epistemic conception of truth is inconsistent with keeping Bivalence.

			More to the point, however, the objection from Bivalence, as characterized above by Wright, Engel, and others, presupposes that in the name of rationality and the necessity for adopting classical logic, we ought to define truth alethically or non-epistemically without restriction—otherwise we could not plausibly assert that the denial of a supremely warranted or justified belief could still be true. But the issue just is whether we should so define truth unrestrictedly in such a way that the denial of a supremely warranted belief could still be true; and the main argument offered in part I, section 5 is an argument against so defining truth. To argue that epistemic theories are defective because a supremely warranted belief could still be false seems straightforwardly to once again beg the question against the main argument offered in part I, section 5, because if one had accepted it one would no longer be able to appeal noncontroversially to a concept of truth that allows that the denial of a fully warranted belief could still be true. It also assumes that intuitionistic logic abandons rationality simply for not being traditional logic in supporting Bivalence.

			Others have argued that, contrary to what Dummett and other epistemic theorists have claimed, the adoption of epistemic theories of truth or verificationist semantics, whatever else one might say by way of rejecting it, does not require abandoning Bivalence and that antirealism should not therefore be characterized in terms of doing so. John McDowell, for example, has argued that antirealists need not abandon or deny Bivalence rather than simply ignore it when certain propositions are decidedly undecidable. For McDowell, intuitionistic logic may, or may not, serve our interests as well as classical logic. In some cases it may, and in some cases it may not, but we need not define antirealism, as Dummett and Wright do, in terms of rejecting Bivalence even as a weakly valid principle and hence as an adoption of intuitionistic logic. By implication, McDowell believes it is a serious mistake to equate, as Dummett does, realism with adopting unrestrictedly Bivalence and thereby classical logic rather than intuitionistic logic. As McDowell sees it, for example, the simple realization that there are some decidable sentences under Bivalence would be sufficient to establish realism (1998a, 340ff). His core point on this issue seems to imply that Dummett has erred seriously in affirming that all sentences or assertions about the world are undecidable from the non-epistemic perspective on truth and that, in itself, allows for a restricted or qualified adoption of Bivalence sufficient to show that realism is quite consistent with all that, and the rejection of Bivalence is not at all the defining feature of antirealism. But what exactly is McDowell’s argument against Dummett’s attack on Bivalence?

			In responding to Dummett’s attack on Bivalence, and hence on what Dummett regards as definitive of realism, McDowell construes Dummett’s main argument as taking the following form:

			Commitment to the principle of bivalence in the presence of sentences that are not effectively decidable, entails R; but if R, then meaning transcends use; and meaning cannot transcend use, so, not R; so we must not undertake commitment to the principle of bivalence. (1998a, 341)

			McDowell then adds that “the nerve of this argument is the rejection of R, on the basis of considerations in the epistemology of understanding” and that he, McDowell, has severed this nerve without needing to take a stand on Bivalence (1998a, 340–41). So, McDowell affirms that he has shown the rejection of R is unacceptable and that this does not require that we make a commitment to Bivalence. He leaves the status of Bivalence open, neither affirming nor denying it. His critique of Dummett insists then that Dummett conflates R and the Principle of Bivalence “apparently because he can see no reason why anyone might saddle himself with R other than that he takes himself to be committed to bivalence. But (the argument above) shows that the simple realization that not all sentences are effectively decidable is enough to yield R without one’s needing so much to raise the question of whether the principle of bivalence is acceptable” (1998a, 341).

			So, essential to McDowell’s rejection of Dummett’s attack on Bivalence is his claim that because Dummett has confused Bivalence with realism, there is room for a realist to be an intuitionist. This claim he argues for later in a piece originally published as “Mathematical Platonism and Dummettian Realism” (as reproduced in 1998a, 344–65) when he asserts:

			First, what defines realism, we can say, is the claim that understanding our language, we can contemplate in thought a reality that is determinate beyond our access to it. On the face of it, this falls short of the claim that every well-formed assertoric sentence is determinately true or false—the claim, that is, that reality is fully determinate. So, for all its importance in Platonism, the principle of bivalence need not be essential, as Dummett claims, to the rejection of anti-realism. The important point about this is that, contrary to what Dummett suggests, realism can be separated from the idea that there is a deep semantical justification for classical logic. (1998a, 355)

			Crispin Wright, on the other hand, thinks Dummett is quite right in claiming that the defining feature of antirealism is the rejection of Bivalence and the consequent endorsement of intuitionistic logic in place of traditional logic. He is sympathetic to Dummett’s consternation over what Dummett took to be a pervasive failure to see that Bivalence is fundamentally a contentious claim and that there is in fact no evidence for it, other than that it was necessary for traditional logic, which, if Dummett was right, was itself being challenged by his arguments for verificationistic semantics and the epistemic conception of truth (1986a, 273). Wright is doubtful, however, that intuitionistic logic will adequately serve our interests and, at any rate, as we saw above, Wright rejects epistemic conceptions of truth for various reasons not the least of which are (1) that warranted assertibility is no substitute for truth, and hence could not serve as a proper replacement for it, simply because we can easily imagine warrantedly assertible beliefs that are false, and false beliefs that are supremely warrantedly assertible (1986a, 273); and (2) that, as we saw above (33ff), he believes that truth, as it is ordinarily conceived, is timeless or imperishable and that verificationist or epistemic theories deny that particular feature of truth in allowing that what might be true today may well not be true in the future. Being justified, and then refuted, carries with it a sense of incorrectness along with the disappointment just because being justified in believing that P implies, in part, that one has every reason to expect that nothing in the future could refute that P (1986a, 273–74; 1992, 45–46).

			By way of critical reflection on the above, it is tempting to think that Dummett and Wright are correct, and McDowell incorrect, on the issue of whether epistemic theories must abandon Bivalence and non-epistemic theories require Bivalence. Because epistemic theories of truth deny the radically transcendent nature of truth, incidentally, we can call them of course antirealist for the same reason that we can call non-epistemic theories of truth realist simply because they affirm the radically transcendent nature of truth. That said, McDowell’s argument against Dummett’s attack on Bivalence does not seem very telling. It asserts essentially that the only reason Dummett identifies realism with Bivalence, and hence classical logic, is that Dummett apparently can see no reason why anyone might adopt realism other than that he takes himself to be committed to Bivalence. But McDowell goes on to say that his own argument shows that the simple realization that not all sentences are effectively decidable is sufficient to fund realism without one’s needing so much to raise the question of whether the principle of Bivalence is acceptable.

			Au contraire, the reason readily available to Dummett for the identification of realism with Bivalence is that Bivalence asserts that independently of what we think about its content, any well-formed assertoric sentence will be either true or false because it either will or will not assert to be the case what is the case. Bivalence asserts by implication that truth is radically transcendent regardless of what we think, and that is the core of classical realism’s insistence that there is a world of objects that are what they are, and would be what they are, even if there were no human beings, and we have beliefs that are true about that world where an assertion’s being true is simply a matter of whether what it asserts to be the case is the case. Bivalence makes it possible for a statement to be true, no matter what the evidence or even whether there is evidence for it to be true—and that coincides with the radically transcendent nature of truth in the non-epistemic construal of truth. That is why Bivalence is essential to refute antirealism. Bivalence does not, as McDowell claims, assert merely that reality is fully determinate, it asserts essentially that the truth or falsity of a well-formed assertoric sentence obtains independently of human consideration, and that is essentially what Dummett and other would-be advocates of epistemic theories of truth find objectionable although, to be sure, epistemic theorists offer different reasons for finding it objectionable.

			Nor is it by any means clear that, as McDowell asserts, the simple realization that not all sentences are effectively decidable is sufficient to yield realism without raising any question about the acceptability of Bivalence. From the simple fact that not all sentences are effectively decidable, it does not follow, in any obvious way, that some sentences are decidably true non-epistemically rather than merely very likely to be true non-epistemically—and that is what we need to show in order to show that realism is true.

			Wright, as we saw, allows that realism entails Bivalence and that antirealism implies the rejection of Bivalence. But, as we also saw, Wright opts for Bivalence not because of any antecedent predilection for classical logic, but more simply because he believes that truth, as we commonly understand it, is an imperishable property and that epistemic theories of truth, and their implicit abandonment of the timelessness or imperishability of truth, are inconsistent with adopting Bivalence for rendering truth dependent on bodies of available evidence at a given time. As we saw above, Wright’s objection to epistemic theories based on his insistence on the timelessness and imperishability of truth, begs the question against the main argument in part I, section 5.

			Notice that some of the reasons offered for saying that epistemic theorists must abandon Bivalence and that, by implication, non-epistemic theorists must adopt Bivalence, are not particularly compelling, given that the main argument in part I, section 5 is on the table. Take, for example, the objection voiced by Wright and Engel, to the effect that epistemic theorists must abandon Bivalence because ‘not warrantedly assertible’ does not mean or imply ‘false,’ just as ‘warrantedly assertible’ does not mean ‘true.’ This argument assumes that the epistemic theorist is, or should be, explicating our ordinary or common conception of truth rather than abandoning it in the light of the conclusion offered for the main argument in part I, section 5. Certainly, ‘warranted assertibility’ does not mean the same as ‘true’ in its ordinary non-epistemic sense. But why is that consideration even relevant after we note that we are not seeking to explicate our ordinary sense of ‘true,’ rather than to abandon it for good reasons? As such, the objection arguably proceeds from the deeply rooted alethic assumption that we must accommodate the Principle of Bivalence, asserting by implication that whether or not a well-formed declarative sentence is true or false has nothing to do with what we would ever think about the content of the sentence. But, again, that assumption is indeed what the main argument in part I, section 5 seeks to undermine in seeking to show the non-epistemic conception of truth irremediably defective. One way one asserts the radically non-epistemic nature of truth just is to assert the Principle of Bivalence because the latter implies that the truth of a proposition is solely a function of whether what the proposition asserts to be the case is the case.

			Moreover, it is independently difficult to see that we should not abandon Bivalence for the alleged reason that, if we did, we could not otherwise provide a semantics for classical logic. Rather, it seems that we could nicely redefine truth and falsity epistemically with little or no interesting loss of human rationality. For truth tables, for example, we need only substitute for ‘true’ and ‘false’ ‘warrantedly assertible’ and ‘not warrantedly assertible’ to get the same results in the name of rationality. More specifically, for example, “either there is a rabbit in my study or there is not” would mean very simply that “the belief that there is a rabbit in my study is either fully warrantedly assertible or it is not.” If it is warrantedly assertible that there is a rabbit in my study then it is not warrantedly assertible that there is not a rabbit in my study; and if it is warrantedly assertible that there is not a rabbit in my study, then it is not warrantedly assertible that there is a rabbit in my study. And so forth. In this way, epistemic theories need not abandon Bivalence rather than reinterpret it epistemically in an epistemic logic with the same power as non-epistemic logic and its reliance on Bivalence construed purely in terms of non-epistemic conceptions of truth.

			In sum, while there is certainly more that one might say on this topic, we can agree, for reasons just indicated, with the objection that epistemic theories must abandon Bivalence just as non-epistemic theories must adopt Bivalence. But whether abandoning Bivalence is a bad thing rather than simply definitional of epistemic conceptions of truth seems to be a matter of whether the intuitionistic logic can be rendered suitably similar to classical logic to preserve all that is important in it. The jury on this item is still mulling over the evidence and until it is clearly decided that it cannot, then we need not take the objection from the rejection of Bivalence as particularly troublesome for epistemic theorists.

			J. Two Objections from Deflationist, 
Minimalist, and Indefinability Theories

			There are two related objections to my earlier claim that there are only two substantive theories of truth, the non-epistemic and the epistemic, and once we have refuted the non-epistemic theory, we are left with only the epistemic, assuming we can, as I suggest we have, counter the usual and not so usual objections to an epistemic conception of truth.

			The first objection comes from various deflationists and minimalists. It affirms that while the concept of truth may be clear and simple enough to understand, because its meaning is constituted solely by our collective and fundamental inclination to accept all instances of Tarski’s schema (DS), no theory of truth is substantive because the predicate ‘true’ refers to no real or substantive or interesting property. It is therefore not a genuine predicate. So, there is no underlying substantive nature of truth to discuss. Rather, ‘true’ functions as a purely disquotational device, or a logical device allowing us to assert a sentence, or an infinite collection of sentences, or some other sentences we would not otherwise be able to assert directly (Horwich 2001, 161; Hallbach 2001). Typically, deflationists and minimalists, such as Horwich for example, urge that, given its essential function, ‘true’ is not precisely defined by Tarski’s schema (DS), or the equivalence schema. Its meaning is constituted (or fixed) simply by our natural and fundamental inclination to accept all instances of DS and is thereby reflected in those instances. But at root what ‘true’ means is primitive and indefinable, because there is no real, natural, or substantive property to which ‘true’ can refer.

			The second objection is that there are no substantive theories of truth because any substantive theory of truth would require a general definition of truth and, although our ordinary concept of truth is fixed and adequately reflected in Tarski’s DS or its biconditional instances, no general definition of truth is possible by appeal to Tarski’s schema or biconditionals. This impossibility arises because if we were to take Tarski’s DS as generally definitive of ‘true,’ it would lead by way of Liar-type Paradoxes to a fundamental violation of the formal adequacy condition that a good or general definition not be circular or lead to any contradictions (see Gupta and Belnap 1993, introduction) But, they also say, we nevertheless understand perfectly adequately the concept of truth as a primitive and indefinable concept, and that understanding is constituted by, and manifested in, our collective allegiance to the DS by way of our inclination to accept all instances of the DS or of the equivalence schema.

			Different philosophers, incidentally, will also offer other reasons distinct from Liar-type Paradoxes for advancing the general indefinability of truth. Davidson, for example, once argued that Tarski noted that his own T-schema (DS) ‘. . .’

			is true if and only if . . .

			cannot be turned into a definition except by quantifying into a position inside quotation marks; and that observation ends up turning into a perplexing question about the clarity of quotations and how semantic notation can determine the meaning of concepts (1996, as cited in Blackburn and Simmons 1999, 317). I shall now argue that these two basic objections to adopting some epistemic theory of truth fail. While much has been said and written about the merits of deflationism, minimalism, and the indefinabilist thesis,56 I shall focus on some fundamental reasons for not taking the above two objections seriously as reasons for thinking that there is no substantive theory of truth and, hence, by implication that even if one has good reasons for abandoning the non-epistemic conception of truth, it does not follow that one should adopt any other substantive theory in its place.

			Focusing, then, with more detail on the first objection, we saw earlier (see part I, n4, n13, and n14) that those seeking to distinguish their views from correspondence, disquotational, or alethic theories of truth often speak in terms of being minimalists or deflationists, and generally they manage also to adopt with apparent equanimity the content of Tarski’s schema (DS) and it’s implication to the effect that a proposition (belief or assertion) is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. But, admittedly, deflationism, like minimalism, is a vague term meaning something a bit different for different philosophers (see Horwich 2001, n1). In spite of this vagueness, as we noted above, they nonetheless typically find the concept of truth a clear concept easily understood. In other words, deflationists and minimalists usually accept that the ordinary meaning of ‘true’ is fixed by, and reflected perfectly adequately in, Tarski’s disquotational schema (DS) and T-biconditionals, even if the schema reflects only a partial definition. On this point, for example, Hawthorne and Oppy have asserted that even though we can distinguish at least six distinct minimalist theses, all minimalists and deflationists endorse Tarski’s schema (DS): ‘P’ is true if P (1997, 171). But minimalists and deflationists add that ‘true’ has no substantive role to play in philosophy. For them, as Gupta has noted (1993; as also cited in Blackburn and Simmons 1999, 283) substantive debates over the nature of truth are pointless, “not because truth is a particularly profound or deep concept, but because it is a metaphysically lightweight concept for referring to no real or interesting (or substantive) property.” It functions, they say, solely as a logical device of disquotation or as a quantificational device allowing us to assert infinite collections of sentences, or other sentences, we would not be able otherwise to assert directly (Gupta 1993, as also in Blackburn and Simmons 1999, 283). But, again, they all admit that Tarski’s formula (DS) fixes, captures, and adequately reflects our ordinary concept of truth, and indeed that there are true sentences in the sense captured or fixed in DS and its instances in the T-biconditionals.

			Granting that Hawthorne and Oppy are right, their contention would support the position that all minimalists and deflationists end up among those believing that it is necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P and that there are true sentences. Interestingly enough, incidentally, that would appear to make them all advocates of the non-epistemic conception of truth (with the added twist that all non-epistemic theories are not at all substantive) and so would be subject to the implications of the main argument in part I, section 5 to the effect that all characterizations of the non-epistemic conception of truth are irremediably defective for any nonskeptical epistemology. All this tends to reinforce the view advanced earlier (see part I, n14) that there are indeed only two substantive conceptions of truth, only two distinct theories of truth, depending on whether one accepts or rejects the platitudinous content of Tarski’s schema, that is, whether one accepts or rejects the non-epistemic or epistemic conception of truth—assuming that ‘true’ denotes a property of beliefs, sentences, propositions, or assertive utterances about the world.57 The main argument in part I, section 5 is an argument against any theory of truth that would make it even a necessary condition for the truth of a proposition (belief or assertion) that what it asserts to be the case is the case. From this point of view, then, minimalists and deflationists who might even argue among themselves about whether truth is a real or substantive or even an interesting property of propositions are basically rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic as long as they affirm both that it is at least a necessary condition for the truth of a proposition or sentence that what it asserts to be the case is the case, and that there are true sentences. At any rate, there is good reason to suppose that deflationism and minimalism, as just described, will fail, for the reasons just offered, to establish that there is no substantive theory of truth, that ‘true’ refers to no property but rather functions only as a logical device. Other philosophers have urged much the same point.

			For example, Crispin Wright, along with others, has disagreed with Paul Horwich’s position on whether truth is a substantive, real, or interesting property of propositions. Horwich, remember, argues that ‘true’ refers to no property at all, that it is merely a device for quantifying over a collection of sentences or a logical device allowing us to thereby assert sentences or collections of sentences we would not otherwise be able to assert. But Horwich does not deny that the ordinary meaning of ‘true’ is fixed in, and reflected by, Tarski’s disquotational schema and its instances in the T-biconditionals, and hence a sentence is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. He only denies that we can explicitly define ‘true’ substantively in terms of some real property that all true propositions have in common, as ‘true’ does not refer to any property at all.

			Wright, however, disagrees with Horwich on this item. He offers his own contrary view to the effect that there is indeed something, a property, which all true propositions share nonnumerically and in virtue of which we call them true. But Wright is not willing to claim it is a very ‘robust’ property; and so he sees his position as “minimalist in spirit.” It is, in any event, the real property a true proposition has in virtue of its asserting to be the case what is the case, and so ‘true’ is not merely a disquotational or quantificational device (see part I, n4 and n13). So, for Wright and others, when one asserts that a statement is true, whatever else one might be asserting, one is asserting primarily that the statement has the real property of asserting to be the case what is in fact the case. Alternatively, one is saying of that statement that what it asserts to be the case is the case; and that is more than simply reasserting the content of that statement or any collection of statements. It is saying something about that statement, namely that it has the property of asserting to be the case what is the case. So, contrary to what is offered by those with the deflationary attitude, as described by Horwich and others going back as far as Ramsey and Ayer (and even back as far as those early medieval nominalists who thought that general terms refer to nothing but were mere devices only for facilitating discourse), it is arguably not the case that when one says that the statement “Queen Ann is dead” is true, one is saying or asserting no more than that Queen Ann is dead.58 Nor is it the case that when we say that “Everything Heather said about George is true,” we are merely and implicitly asserting nothing more than each of the sentences Heather uttered about George, anymore than we would be doing the same when saying that the statement “All well-formed sentences in L are subject to biconditionality” is true. Admittedly, when saying as much about any such statement we are also implicitly asserting what is asserted by that statement, but that function is derivative and parasitic upon the more fundamental function of ‘true’ in asserting that what the statement asserts to be the case is the case; and if that were not so, we would have no justification at all for ever using ‘true’ as an assertive device allowing us to simply reassert what some statement asserts to be the case. These comments, then, should suffice to support the view that, as Hartry Field has urged, it is noncontroversial that the notion of truth can be used to make generalizations that cannot be made without it (1999),59 just as it is noncontroversial that asserting that a particular statement is true is another way of asserting the same statement. But none of this shows that ‘true’ refers to no property at all, that it is simply a logical device rather than that it primarily refers to the property that a statement, belief, or proposition has in virtue of asserting to be the case what is the case.60

			What about the second of the above major objections, namely that there is no substantive theory of truth because the concept of truth does not admit of any general definition satisfying the formal condition of adequacy that the definition not be circular or lead to contradiction?

			Turning to this second objection, recall that it was the emergence of various species of the Liar Paradox (or of propositions that were false if true and true if false) that primarily motivated the view that ‘true’ cannot be coherently defined successfully for any natural language. Sentences such as “The statement I am now making is a lie” or “This statement is false” are clear examples, along with Epimenides, the Cretan, asserting that “All Cretans are Liars.”61 But we also noted that there were other reasons, independent of the problems associated with the species of the Liar Paradox offered by others, by Davidson in particular, for the indefinability of truth. More on that soon enough. At any rate, there have been different responses to the various species of the Liar Paradox and those other sentences such that if they are true they are false and vice versa. In the end, however, it is quite doubtful that we ought to take such objections as convincing evidence for the view that we cannot explicitly define ‘true,’ and hence cannot provide for any well-formulated substantive theory of truth. Let me now defend this last claim.

			In their intriguing book, The Revision Theory of Truth, Gupta and Belnap have argued that the concept of truth, like other epistemological concepts, is essentially circular. That is what is evidenced in the various Liar-type Paradoxes. So, unlike so many others, they have little interest in showing that the Liar-type Paradoxes can be dissolved by showing that Liar-type utterances are either false or meaningless (1993, MIT introduction, chp. 7). That project is motivated by the desire to show that ‘true’ is not a circular concept and so can be defined without violating traditional formal conditions of adequacy on a good definition. They seek, rather, to show that the generally accepted formal constraint on definitions, namely that they not lead to circularity or contradiction, should not be understood in such a way as to rule against admitting Tarski’s DS as a partial but perfectly adequate definition of what we ordinarily mean by ‘true.’ What is needed is not the purging of circular concepts but rather a sound system that consistently regulates their circular behavior while granting the essential circularity of some of our basic concepts. Whether one accepts their position or not, it is important to note that, if Gupta and Belnap are right in their basic proposal, the existence of Liar-type Paradoxes would not count as reasons for thinking that the concept could not be well defined in a complete and consistent logic that accepts the fundamental circularity of many of our concepts. The radical and formally demanding nature of their proposal makes it difficult for most philosophers, such as myself, to embrace it enthusiastically as a proper response to the claim that any definition of truth, as we ordinarily understand it, will lead to circularity and contradiction and for that reason is essentially indefinable, given the traditional formal conditions on any proposed definition. That said, however, it is a sufficiently seductive proposal to require a strenuous response on the part of those who would continue to advance the nonsubstantive nature of truth on the grounds that all such definitions will run afoul of the formal condition of adequacy for any proposed definition of truth.

			More often than not, moreover, philosophers tend to look at Liar-type Paradoxes, along with other similar self-referential claims that are true if they are false or false if they are true, and straightforwardly conclude that since the problem occurs only in certain self-referential contexts, then we might just as well recognize it and add that the definition of truth is perfectly adequate except in those indexical and self-referential contexts in which such paradoxes or contradictions occur. In other words, there is a fairly general and understandable temptation to dismiss the Liar-type Paradoxes and seek to block their effect simply by regimenting the predicate ‘true’ to avoid the self-referential or indexical usages of the sort that produce the paradoxes or contradictions in question. But, bypassing the proposal of Gupta and Belnap, that would be to concede that there is no generally adequate definition of truth for natural language but only for a constructed or artificial language L. And some philosophers have been quick to add that that is pretty much what Tarski had in mind when he offered his schema as a definition of truth for L and still often spoke of his schema (DS) as an adequate, but partial, definition of truth, meaning thereby that the DS and its instances in the T-biconditionals actually capture what we mean by ‘true,’ but it is only partial for not satisfying formal constraints for a definition of truth in general. At any rate, Tarski meant it to represent what would be a necessary condition for any unrestrictedly adequate definition of truth simply because it captured what we in fact mean by ‘true’ in ordinary discourse. On this interpretation, again ignoring Gupta and Belnap, it turns out that nothing much hangs on the sense in which ‘true’ may not be generally definable, as long as we can capture in the proposed definition what we all agree is what we ordinarily mean by ‘true.’ Possibly, that is ultimately what Tarski meant by affirming that his semantic definition (DS) was adequate, but only partial.62 Presumably, that would be enough to cast a substantially dark cloud over the view that what we mean by ‘true’ is generally indefinable for failing to satisfy the usual constraints about definitions avoiding circularity and contradictions emerging from it. The traditional requirements of an ideal language should not be thought to override the view that “meaning does not transcend usage”; and what ‘true’ means in ordinary discourse will be revealed by a generalized analysis the conditions of correct usage, even if the logic of that is somewhat at odds with the formal requirements of a currently constructed ideal language servicing the needs of what might be thought ideal outside of, or in addition to, correctly reflecting the meaning we actually ascribe to certain words or phrases.

			Further, there is a problem with Davidson’s pronouncement, noted above, that Tarski’s schema cannot be turned into a general definition except by quantifying into a position inside quotation marks, and this leads to a perplexing question about the clarity of quotations and how semantic notation can determine the meaning of concepts (1996, as cited in Blackburn and Simmons 1999, 317). He claims that Tarski said as much. The problem is that, given what we have said above, the failure to provide a general definition for such reasons would only show that Tarski’s schema may not lend itself to current notational practices for quantifying into a position inside quotation marks. Presumably, that is essentially a notational problem for logicians. However interesting that may be to resolve it, it does precious little by way of showing that Tarski’s schema does not capture what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ in our language, even if from the viewpoint of an ideal language the definition provided in the schema is only partial. Davidson’s other reasons for thinking ‘true’ is indefinable do not seem to fare any better for the various reasons mentioned earlier and not now in need of rehearsing.

			Finally, there is the problem for those advocating the folly of defining truth. They often assert that any epistemic conception of truth will simply fail to capture our ordinary sense of ‘true’ because it confuses warranted assertibility of some sort with what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ (Davidson 2000; Rorty 2000). Such claims presuppose by implication that the concept of truth as we ordinarily understand it will be explicated non-epistemically and that is ostensibly to assert no more and no less than the platitudinous content of DS to the effect that a proposition, belief, or assertion is true if what it asserts to be the case is the case. Thus it is that the argument for the folly of trying to define truth, at least insofar as it ordinarily appeals to the usual objection against any epistemic theory, cannot succeed unless under the assumption that a proposition is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. By the standards noted above, this is in fact to commit to a very clear definition of what truth consists in and so its function as an assumption behind the view that ‘true’ is indefinable yields a self-defeating conclusion.

			All things considered, then, a sound argument that there might well be a substantive alternative to either the non-epistemic or epistemic conception or theory of truth still needs to be made. In the meantime, the implication to be drawn, given all the above, is that if there is any knowledge about this world at all, then if truth is a necessary condition for such knowledge, such a condition can be satisfied only under a suitably explicated epistemic conception of truth. The alternative to such a view is either that nobody knows anything at all, and one needs to learn how to live with claims to the effect that we do not know that we humans all had mothers, or that knowledge is merely a matter of rational belief strongly supported by available evidence in certain ways—without truth as we ordinarily understand it.

			EF

			3. Conclusion

			The Painless Death of Non-Epistemic Theories of Truth

			For all the above reasons, then, the claim that epistemic theories of truth, no matter how construed, are obviously or demonstrably unacceptable, and all forms of the non-epistemic theory of truth (whether under the label of alethic, disquotational, minimalist, and deflated correspondence), merely a vulgar truism it would be madness to deny, is less a matter of rhetoric than unjustifiable dogmatism and question begging against the main argument in part I, section 5 as well as against Strawson’s argument charitably construed there. The main argument offered in part I, along with its attending explication of the reasons and extent to which one should adopt epistemic theory, we may view as a direct challenge to intuitions about truth that seem so irrefutable in any context. Refusing to take any such an argument seriously is understandable, but such a refusal would be more like the case of those cardinals who allegedly refused to look through Galileo’s telescope than the case of a person who claimed he did not exist or that he had no beliefs.

			Let us turn now to the question of skepticism. This will be to cash in the promissory note issued back in the beginning when defending the Principle of Non-Vacuity, because our argument then was that if we were to avoid a pernicious skepticism we needed to adopt the epistemic conception of truth and reject all forms of non-epistemic theory of truth. Since one person’s modus ponens is another’s modus tollens, one might take everything said above as just one long argument in favor of skepticism, that the counterintuitivists argument involved in rejecting the fundamentally non-epistemic nature of truth really is nothing more than an argument for a global skepticism of a pernicious sort—one that needs to be refuted on separate grounds. After all, if we can accept some suitably specified epistemic theory of truth, then nobody knows, in any sense, in which truth, as we ordinarily understand it, is a necessary condition for knowledge, anything about the world. So we now turn to the separate task of showing that that form of pernicious skepticism that would be implied by rejecting non-epistemic conceptions of truth as a condition for human knowledge is independently unsound and so, via modus tollens, non-epistemic conceptions of truth cannot serve as a satisfiable condition for human knowledge.

		

	


	
		
			III

			Defeating Skepticism

		

		
			1. Introduction: 
Sixty Kinds of Skepticism: A Taxonomy

			If human propositional knowledge is at least some form of justified true belief (JTB), then there will be as many kinds of skepticism as there are ways of combining possible explications of the truth and justification conditions. We might say, for example, that skepticism is the denial of the existence of any justified true belief, but only when justification is understood as a matter of reason-giving of a particular kind; or perhaps alternatively only when justification is a matter of having certain types of reliable cognitive experience independently of whether we can give reasons of a certain sort for justifying what we believe, or perhaps alternatively only when justification is a matter of reason giving and when the reasons we can give have certain logical features—such as rendering one’s beliefs either highly likely but defeasible in some sense or beyond the possibility of rational doubt and, hence, indefeasible in some sense to be further explicated and distinguished from several other conceptions of indefeasibility. There are, then, several proposed explications of justification and, depending on which explication we might plug into the definition of knowledge as justified true belief, we obtain a different explication of knowledge and hence, by implication, a different kind of skepticism whenever one denies that the proposed explication of knowledge has any real instances in this world. Similarly, we might profess to be skeptics only when we understand ‘true’ in some one of the many distinct ways one might explicate the non-epistemic conception of truth or alternatively perhaps only when one explicates the epistemic conception of truth in one of several proposed ways. Now combine the various ways in which we might define justification along with the various ways we might define truth in combination; then we will have as many different possible forms of skepticism even under the general explication of knowledge as justified true belief.

			Moreover, if we define propositional knowledge so that knowledge does not always require justification, rather than some sort of a nonjustificatory warrant for sincerely believing what is true, then there will be all those kinds of knowledge that do not require justification in addition to those that do. Combine those different forms of justificatory warrant along with the various ways in which one might explicate the nature of truth, and we can then generate the additional corresponding types of skepticism. If we define knowledge in terms of the certainty of our beliefs, then there will be as many kinds of knowledge as there are concepts of certainty. And surely if we define knowledge in terms of highly likely, rather than certain, beliefs sans vérité, then we increase our repertoire of concepts of knowledge relative to the various ways in which one can define ‘highly likely’ belief. We can be skeptics with respect to some and not other explications of knowledge, depending on which explication of knowledge we reject either because we find the definitions or characterizations defective in some way, or because they simply do not allow, under any principle of evidence, our determining which beliefs are items of knowledge from those that are not. Indeed, slaying ‘the skeptic’ remains as problematic as slaying the Lyrnean Hydra. There seems no end to it because there seems no end to the many ways in which one can be a skeptic; and the problem apparently derives from our failure to forge some unanimity on just what we should minimally take human propositional knowledge to be. Perhaps a few concrete examples here will help.

			Philosophers distinguish between global and local skepticism and between weak and strong skepticism. Global skeptics, for example, can be either weak or strong, depending on whether they assert that nobody knows anything about anything or whether they assert that nobody is even justified in believing anything about anything. The ancient Pyrronists apparently hawked the latter form of skepticism when they affirmed that we can never be more justified in believing any particular proposition than in believing its denial. Claiming that people are never even justified in what they believe is a stronger skeptical claim than the claim that they do not know what they believe to be so. Assuming that knowledge is more than merely justified belief, the latter makes a more modest claim and so is more difficult to refute. Local skeptics can be either weak or strong depending on whether they assert that nobody knows some things, or whether they assert that nobody can even be justified in believing some things. Local weak skeptics, then, think we cannot know anything about some things, say, for example, that there is a mind-independent world or that sense perception is a demonstrably reliable source of knowledge or that memory claims can be reliable sources of knowledge; but we can know something about some things. Local strong skeptics assert that we do not have even a justified belief about some things. These preliminary distinctions allow us then to distinguish between global weak skepticism, local weak skepticism, global strong skepticism, and local strong skepticism. No matter how we define knowledge or justification or truth, we have at the outset these four distinct kinds of skepticism. These are respectively characterized as follows:

			1. Nobody knows anything about anything (global weak).

			2. Nobody knows anything about some things, but somebody, and perhaps even everybody, knows something about some things (local weak).

			3. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition (global strong).

			4. Nobody is justified in believing some propositions, but somebody, and perhaps even everybody, is justified in believing some propositions (local strong).

			Suppose that we distinguish again between the strong sense of ‘knows’ and the weak sense of “knows,” where the former requires for its instantiation assertions or propositions free from any logical possibility of error and where the latter requires only freedom from any significantly high probability of error. This allows us to distinguish further between kinds of global weak skepticism and local weak skepticism, depending on whether we adopt the weak or the strong sense of ‘knows.’ This begets the following revised list:

			1. Nobody knows anything in the strong sense of ‘knows’ (strong-global weak).

			2. Nobody knows anything in the weak sense of ‘knows’ (weak-global weak).

			3. Nobody knows anything in either the weak or the strong sense of ‘knows’ (weak and strong-global weak).

			4. Nobody knows anything in the strong sense of ‘knows,’ but somebody knows something in the weak sense of ‘knows’ (strong-global weak, plus weak knowing).

			5. Nobody knows anything in the weak sense of ‘knows,’ but somebody knows something in the strong sense of ‘knows’ (weak-global weak, plus strong knowing).

			Ignore, for the sake of simplicity, the separate forms of skepticism corresponding to the different conceptions of ‘significantly high probability of error’ falling under the weak sense of ‘knows.’

			Suppose now we continue to distinguish further between the strong sense of justification and the weak sense of justification. The former requires for its instantiation evidence rendering one’s belief completely warrantedly assertible in such a way that no future evidence could possibly show that one’s justified belief is false, and the latter requires evidence rendering one’s beliefs very likely to be true on all available relevant evidence,, although subject to truth-value revision in the light of future possible evidence. This distinction among senses of ‘justified’ allows us to further distinguish between kinds of strong skepticism, depending on how one basically defines the concept of epistemic justification, bypassing again for simplicity the different criteria under which the differing senses might be instantiated. This begets the following minimal expansion of the entries under strong global skepticism and strong local skepticism:

			1. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified’ (strong-global strong).

			2. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified’ (weak-global strong).

			3. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in either the strong or the weak sense of ‘justified’ (strong- or weak-global strong).

			4. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified,’ but somebody is justified in believing some proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified’ (strong-global strong plus weak justification).

			5. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified,’ but somebody is justified in believing some proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified’ (weak-global strong plus strong justification).

			This leaves us, then, with the following preliminary list of kinds of skepticism:

			1. Nobody knows anything in the strong sense of ‘knows’ (strong-global weak).

			2. Nobody knows anything about certain things in the weak sense of ‘knows’ (weak-global weak).

			3. Nobody knows anything in either the weak or the strong sense of ‘knows’ (weak and strong-global weak).

			 4. Nobody knows anything in the strong sense of ‘knows,’ but somebody knows something in the weak sense of ‘knows’ (strong-local weak).

			 5. Nobody knows anything in the weak sense of ‘knows,’ but somebody knows something in the strong sense of ‘knows’ (weak-local weak).

			 6. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified’ (strong-global strong).

			 7. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified’ (weak-global strong).

			 8. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in either the strong or the weak sense of ‘justified’ (strong- or weak-global strong).

			 9. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified,’ but somebody is justified in believing some proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified’ (strong-global strong plus weak justification).

			10. Nobody is justified in believing any proposition in the weak sense of ‘justified,’ but somebody is justified in believing some proposition in the strong sense of ‘justified’ (weak-global strong plus strong justification).

			Finally, suppose we further distinguish between basic and nonbasic (inferential and noninferential) knowledge and also between basic and nonbasic justification, depending on whether or not one’s knowledge or justification is inference based upon other known or justified propositions. It is easy enough to see that these added distinctions would expand our list of ten to a list of thirty different kinds of skepticism. Simply place ‘noninferential’ before every proper occurrence of ‘knows’ and then of ‘justified’; and then repeat the same exercise with ‘inferential’ and then combine the results. For example (this time without labels):

			1. Nobody knows anything inferentially in the strong sense of ‘knows.’

			2. Nobody knows anything noninferentially in the strong sense of ‘knows.’

			3. Nobody knows anything inferentially in the weak sense of ‘knows.’

			4. Nobody knows anything noninferentially in the weak sense of ‘knows.’

			5. Nobody knows anything either inferentially or noninferentially in the strong sense of ‘knows.’

			6. Nobody knows anything either inferentially or noninferentially in the weak sense of ‘knows.’

			7. Nobody is ever justified inferentially in believing any proposition in the strong sense of “justified.”

			8. Nobody is ever justified noninferentially in believing anything in the strong sense of “justified.”

			And so on, until we complete our list of thirty.1

			EF

			2. The Moral of the Above Taxonomy

			The purpose in generating the above taxonomy seems modest enough.

			Before assessing what the skeptic claims, we need to understand in precise detail just what the skeptic means by ‘knows’ or ‘justifies’ or ‘true’ when he denies that we can know or be justified in believing anything or something in particular. The skeptic might be asserting simply that while there is no knowledge in either the strong or the weak sense of ‘knows,’ where truth is a necessary condition and where ‘true’ is explicated non-epistemically, nevertheless there is knowledge in the weak sense of ‘knows,’ but not in the strong sense of ‘knows,’ as long as we understand truth epistemically. Or our skeptic might be asserting that in any sense of ‘knows,’ no matter how one defines it, nobody knows anything about anything, but we all are nevertheless strongly justified in believing some propositions if we characterize ‘justification’ in a certain way. Or perhaps our skeptic wants to urge that nobody knows anything about anything and that nobody is ever justified in believing any proposition, no matter how we define ‘justification.’2 So, before examining whatever the skeptic seeks to assert, the demands of clarity require that we ask what the skeptic means by ‘knows,’ ‘true,’ or ‘justified’; and why the skeptic means what she does mean by these basic terms, and whether we are all using them in the same way when she denies we have knowledge or justification about something or other, or even everything. Precisely which kind of skepticism among our list of thirty (or sixty) is our skeptic defending and what exactly is the skeptic’s argument for it?

			For example, suppose the skeptic claims that we do not know that we are not brains in a vat because if we were all brains in a vat then we would have precisely the same experiences that we would have if we were not merely brains in a vat. We should ask, before launching into a critique, whether the sense of ‘knows’ she uses here is strong or weak, or whether it does or does not require strong or weak justification as a condition for such knowledge; and if some kind of justification is required, is it a matter of inferential or noninferential, and so on. But what the skeptic cannot plausibly say is that when she denies that anybody knows anything about the world, for example, she is pretty much using the term ‘knows’ in the same way everybody else ordinarily uses it, and she is giving to the term the same sense or meaning we all generally give to it. For, as we have just seen, the ways in which one might profess to be a skeptic are many, depending on what one might mean by ‘knows,’ and on reasons one may be able to defend successfully for ascribing such a meaning. Some, as we noted, for example, may see themselves as skeptics with respect to one sense of ‘knows’ but not with respect to another sense that they are willing to defend as a sense we most often do adopt, and/or ought to adopt, for some reason or other.

			So, it is uninformative to hear, for example, that the skeptic is one who denies that anybody ever knows anything about this world. We clearly need to understand what our skeptic means by ‘knows’ when she makes her claim that that particular concept has no demonstrable (or even nondemonstrable) instances in this world. But then she may go on to say that while she is a skeptic with respect to that particular concept of knowledge, she actually is not a skeptic with respect to another sense of ‘knows’ that she may then want to defend as the sense we actually do adopt, and/or ought to adopt, rather than the one that she has argued has no instances. As we shall see, some philosophers accept the skeptic’s claim that nobody knows anything about the world when it is clear that the skeptic means to deny that there are instances of any strong or absolute sense of ‘knows’ where justification is necessary and purchased solely in terms of evidence that excludes the logical possibility of error and where truth is understood in radically non-epistemic terms (Unger 1971, 1975; Almeder 1992, chp. 2). Most recent contextualists, as we shall see, accept this kind of skepticism. Nevertheless, they might be happy to argue that knowledge, as we do, and/or ought, to understand it in most contexts, does not require logically entailing evidence or truth understood non-epistemically, and so they are willing to deny that they are skeptics except with respect to an absolute concept of knowledge that we ought not accept in any case as reflective of what we ordinarily mean by ‘knows’ in the knowledge we ordinarily take ourselves to have in common-sense or mundane or scientific contexts. More on this later.

			EF

			3. Self-Defeating Skepticisms and 
the Strength of Global Weak Skepticism

			In spite of this cautionary advice, we may nonetheless make some modest progress in finding the eye of our Hydra by noting that some forms of skepticism are simply self-defeating or contradictory, no matter what the meaning of the terms involved, and no matter what the argument offered in their behalf. In these cases, the conclusion of the arguments offered for such forms of skepticism implies that we have absolutely no justification for accepting the premises upon which the conclusion is based. In such cases there can be no justification for believing the conclusion offered by way of any inference from the premises, because the conclusion, if true, affords conclusive reasons for rejecting the premises upon which the conclusion is based.

			For example, when the global weak skeptic asserts that nobody knows anything about the world, she cannot claim to know as much in any nonequivocal sense of ‘knows.’ “I know that nobody knows anything about the world” is as self-defeating and contradictory as is “All generalizations are false.” No matter what the argument for it, no matter how we define or explicate ‘knows,’ if nobody knows anything about the world, then nobody can know that the premises necessary to justify the conclusion that nobody knows anything are true or even worthy to adopt. Otherwise one could only be claiming arbitrarily that knowing something about the world does not extend to knowing anything about whether what sentences assert to be the case is the case. Hence, as so construed, global weak skepticism is not a defensible thesis on the part of anybody who might claim to know that the premises of his argument are true, except among those willing to abandon the law of contradiction.

			Clearly, however, the global weak skeptic will seek to occupy safer ground by claiming that she, like us, is justified, or even supremely justified, in believing that nobody knows anything at all, and one can never be more epistemically privileged or rational than to be supremely justified in believing what one believes. She might even say that nobody knows anything at all in the usual sense of ‘knows,’ namely the one that requires the satisfaction of a truth condition construed non-epistemically, but we do know things in that weak sense of ‘knows’ that requires defeasible justifications and truth construed in some suitable epistemic sense. So construed, global weak skepticism is clearly not self-defeating. Depending on what conception of ‘knows’ the weak global skeptic is targeting, this is a perfectly coherent form of skepticism. It is merely an assertion to the effect that if we define or characterize ‘knows’ in a certain way, then nobody knows anything at all. For example, if our global weak skeptic thinks ‘knows,’ as we customarily use it, requires for its instantiation belief based on logically entailing evidence (or belief free from even the logical possibility of error or demonstrable satisfaction of the alethic conception of truth), and then argues that she is supremely justified in believing that that condition cannot be satisfied, then we might well agree with her—if her argument is compelling. However, if the same global weak skeptic argues ultimately that ‘knows’ univocally means, or should mean, nothing more than ‘belief supremely justified,’ then her denial that anybody knows anything would certainly be self-defeating and contradictory because her justification for claiming that nobody knows anything is presumably that she is supremely justified in believing that nobody knows anything.

			Nor, depending again on what one means by ‘knows,’ need there be anything contradictory or self-defeating about the local weak skeptic’s claim that nobody knows anything, for example, about the existence of an external world. Again, if she thinks ‘knows’ as we ordinarily use it requires conditions that cannot be coherently satisfied in the context of justifying particular beliefs about the existence of an external world, but it can be satisfied in other contexts, her position may be perfectly reasonable, depending on whether her argument is self-defeating for assuming or arguing for premises demonstrably true about an external world. As with the global weak skeptic, the local weak skeptic will need to avoid claiming that knowledge is a simple matter of being supremely justified in believing that P while arguing that she is supremely justified in believing that nobody knows that P.

			To be sure, as we saw above, the most radical form of skepticism is global strong skepticism, which asserts that nobody is ever even justified (demonstrably or otherwise) in believing anything. In contrast, the weaker form of strong skepticism, local strong skepticism, urges that nobody is ever justified in believing certain propositions, such as propositions asserting the existence of God, or the reliability of induction as a method for attaining truth, or the existence of an external world, or the existence of minds as distinct from bodies or brain states.

			At any rate, no matter how we define justification, global strong skepticism remains self-defeating. After all, if we accept global strong skepticism as soundly argued, we need to conclude that there is no reason to suppose that anybody, including the skeptic herself, is justified in believing either the premises of her own argument or the conclusion she offers us to the effect that nobody is ever justified in believing anything. Her conclusion, if true, affords sufficient reason to reject the premises upon which it is based because it implies that nobody could even be justified in believing those premises. So, if we take the global strong skeptic’s thesis as established, we need to conclude that we should not accept her conclusion seriously because we could not be justified in believing either it or the premises upon which it is supposed to be based.3

			If we take local strong skepticism seriously if, that is, we feel tempted to accept the view that nobody can even be justified in believing certain kinds of propositions, then, on the face of it, there would be nothing self-defeating or contradictory about such a thesis. There is then a transparent difference between saying either “I know that nobody knows anything” or “I am justified in believing that nobody is ever justified in believing anything” and saying “I am justified in believing that nobody knows anything at all” or “I am justified in believing that there are certain beliefs that one cannot be justified in believing.” The former utterances are self-defeating and contradictory; the latter are not. The implication of this last point is that, quite independently of how we define respectively the concept of knowledge and the concept or justification, global strong skepticism is self-defeating and incoherent. Local weak skepticism and local strong skepticism, however, may or may not be defensible depending on the arguments offered for them. Global weak skepticism will not be self-defeating if the argument offered for it does not presuppose that the premises in support of it are known rather than justified. In fact, depending on what one means, or should mean, by ‘knows’ it can be either a compelling thesis or indefensible.

			Recall, again, that in part I we said, in defense of the Principle of Non-vacuity, that an adequate theory of truth consistent with there being any knowledge at all requires that we be able to decide reliably which propositions or beliefs are true under our definition or explication of truth; and this requirement presupposes that global weak skepticism, or the view that nobody knows anything at all, is indefensible. Back then the skeptic might have said we were begging the question against global weak skepticism by assuming that there really is some knowledge about this world, and the only theory of truth consistent with there being such knowledge is the one that allows us to decide which propositions are true under the definition of truth offered in the theory. The skeptic was affirming that the validity of the Principle of Non-vacuity depended on assuming the indefensibility of global weak skepticism and, thus, that endorsing that principle begged the question against the global weak skeptic. With the above refutation of global strong skepticism, the Principle of Non-vacuity is freed from the charge of improperly assuming the falsity of global strong skepticism when asserting that an adequate theory of truth must allow us in principle the possibility of picking out true sentences under the definition offered. But we still need to show that global weak skepticism is unacceptable on independent grounds.

			So, let us turn now to what is generally accepted as the paradigm or canonical argument for global weak skepticism or the view that nobody knows anything about the world. Hopefully, we will see that, even when one argues consistently in favor of global weak skepticism by appeal to premises and a conclusion asserted as nothing more than highly justified, that argument will still fail. If this general conclusion is correct, we will have discharged the promissory note made in part I to show that any sort of global skepticism that might undermine the Non-vacuity Principle is indefensible on independent grounds.

			EF

			4. The Paradigm Argument for Global Weak Skepticism and the New Contextualist Response

			A. The Possibility of Envatted Brains

			Advocates of the Brains-in-a-Vat Argument (hereafter, the BIV) deny that we have any knowledge of an external world in any plausible sense of ‘knows’; and this denial extends to even those beliefs it seems absurd to deny under normal conditions from a common sense or ordinary perspective, beliefs such as “I know I have a hand” or “ I know I had a biological mother” or “A mature redwood is taller than a blade of grass” or “Cats do not grow on trees” or “That’s a zebra and not an elephant.” We might, so the argument goes, be brains in a vat of nutrients manipulated by a vat master highly skilled in stimulating brains so that they have all the same sensory experiences they would have had if they had not been brains in a vat rather than brains in the bodies of people whose sensory experiences were caused instead by the direct stimulation of the various physical objects they think exist in an independent world and that they ultimately infer to exist on the basis of those sensory experiences. Accordingly, because it is possible that one’s sensory experiences are undetectably caused by an unobservable vat master, one’s sensory experiences are equally consistent with being undetectably delusive relative to any claims one might make about an external world. The same sensory data confirms the two mutually exclusive hypotheses and so one cannot rule out either as a possibility on the basis of one’s sensory experience or on inferences deriving from it. Given this possibility, one’s sensory experiences would then furnish no reason to suppose that his beliefs are more likely than not to be about something in an external world.

			The BIV is, of course, not unlike Descartes’ celebrated Dream Argument to the effect that because it is possible that I am not awake but only dreaming I am awake, and because I cannot show by appeal to any of my sensory experiences that I am awake rather then dreaming I am awake, I have as much reason for thinking my sensory experiences are experiences of a dream world as I have that they are of a nondream external world. There is no way, then, to reject justifiably the possibility that I am in a dream world, and hence there is no way of knowing, or even being 
justified in believing, that I am not in a dream world. And if I do not know that I am not in a dream world, then I do not know anything about an external world.4

			By analogy, the BIV asserts more precisely that we have no way of knowing, or even being justified in believing, that our sensory experiences are not produced by a clever vat master. Under the BIV our sensory experiences would be the same whether caused by the vat master or by the external world. On the basis of the sensory experience alone, we have no more justification for inferring that they are experiences of an external world acting causally on our senses than we do that they are the product of the vat master’s skillful manipulations. Both the BIV argument and Descartes’ Dream Argument affirm equally that although we may feel quite certain and do not doubt that our sensory experiences are often of an external world, we cannot know as much until we eliminate the possibility that we might be deceived undetectably so by a skillful vat master or an evil demon. In both cases the alleged reason, once again, why we cannot eliminate that possibility is that our sensory experience would be exactly the same under both hypotheses, and so we have no way of appealing in any way to our sensory experience to settle the issue. I could not, for example, justifiably say that “if it looks as if I have a hand, and if, after serious reflection and consultations with others, I have no other good reason for thinking that I do not have a hand, then I know I have a hand.” That is precisely the same reasoning I would offer if I were either dreaming I was awake or being manipulated by the vat master. So, under the BIV, this is why nobody knows anything about an external world. Obviously, we could use the same argument to conclude that nobody knows anything about anything (and not merely about the external world) if only we add that it is possible that the demon or the vat master can manipulate our thinking even about our phenomenal experience such that whatever we infer or believe about it will be undetectably erroneous.5

			Where, one might ask, in the spectrum of possible skepticisms mentioned above does the conclusion of the BIV fit? The BIV concludes minimally that in fact nobody knows anything about the external world in any sense of ‘knows’ that requires truth understood non-epistemically. This form of skepticism we can certainly call global weak skepticism, but this form of skepticism can be affirmed consistently by someone who could still insist that there is knowledge for a sense of ‘knows’ that does not require non-epistemic truth and who is then willing that either we do or ought to adopt this latter sense as the only proper sense of ‘knows’ appropriate for propositional knowledge.

			Moreover, if we think that the BIV implies, as it presumably does, the stronger claim that since we are no more justified in believing that our sensory experiences are of an external world than that they are of a purely phenomenal world, and that therefore we are not even justified in believing anything about the world, we can also put the BIV into the category of being an argument that supports simultaneously both global weak skepticism and global strong skepticism, where knowing requires truth construed in non-epistemic terms. Supposing we could extend the BIV to imply global strong skepticism, then the thesis would be clearly self-defeating as one could not argue for it while defending the view that nobody is even justified in believing anything about the world. But that criticism would not apply to the weaker form of global skepticism unless one claims to know the premises of the argument. The more interesting question is whether the BIV is a sound argument for the view that nobody knows anything about an external world, where knowing implies a truth condition specified in non-epistemic terms.

			B. A Predictable Objection to the BIV 
and the Argument from Ignorance

			The most predictable and common objection to either the BIV or the Evil Demon Argument is that they show only that it is logically possible that my senses could deceive me undetectably so; but that in itself is no reason for thinking they do so in any given case. To repeat the well-known Austinism, our senses may deceive us, but they are not inveterately delusive.6

			Nevertheless, the BIV skeptic will respond that that possibility of error in any given case is enough to show that I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat because, if I were, my sensory experiences would be no different than if I were not and, hence, could provide no more reason for thinking I am not a brain in a vat than that I am. In short, in order for me to know that I am not a brain in a vat I would need to eliminate the possibility that I am a brain in a vat; and that is precisely what the BIV affirms cannot be done. Knowing, unlike believing, requires certainty and hence requires eliminating every possibility of being a brain in a vat in order to know that one is not a brain in a vat; but that is decisively what one cannot do.

			This BIV Argument is, according to Keith DeRose, among others, an instance of the generalized argument more recently called the Argument from Ignorance (henceforth AI), which takes the following general form:

			P1. I do not know that not-H.

			P2. If I do not know that not-H, then I don’t know that O.

			C: So, I don’t know that O.7

			By substitution, let H be “I am a brain in a vat,” and let O be “I have hands.” The substitution produces:

			P1. I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat.

			P2. If I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat, then I do not know that I have hands.

			C. So, I do not know that I have hands.

			Other familiar substitutions fit the general form:

			P1. I do not know that the animal I am now observing, and confidently take to be a zebra, is not in fact a cleverly disguised mule.

			P2. If I do not know that the animal I am now observing, and confidently take to be a zebra, is not in fact a cleverly disguised mule, then I do not know that the animal I am now observing and have no good reason to suppose is not a zebra, is a zebra.

			C: So, I do not know that the animal I am now observing and have no good reason to suppose is not a zebra, is a zebra.8

			And of course, the Cartesian Dream Argument:

			P1. I do not know that I am not dreaming that I am awake rather than awake.

			P2. If I do not know that I am not dreaming that I am awake rather than awake, then I know nothing about reality.

			C: So, I know nothing about reality.

			In every case, the skeptical strategy behind AI is to begin with some common-sense belief deeply felt to be so obviously true that only a hapless fool would deny it and then show that it is certainly possible that one might be mistaken about it under the BIV Argument or the Evil Demon Argument. This reasoning drives the conclusion that one does not know that one is not mistaken in one’s common sense or ordinary beliefs because knowledge requires, by common agreement, that one must justifiably eliminate all relevant alternative possibilities of error to what one claims to know. We must eliminate, for example, the possibility that we are brains in a vat in order to know that we are not brains in a vat, and until we do, we do not know that we are not brains in a vat. But, so the argument continues, we cannot justifiably eliminate the possibility that we are brains in a vat, because whatever sensory evidence we could appeal to as evidence that we are not brains in a vat would be precisely the same evidence to which we would appeal if we were brains in a vat. Sadly perhaps, the skeptic continues, no matter how strongly we feel that something or other is obviously so or that it is the way it appears to be, it is always possible that we are mistaken in our knowledge ascriptions based on our sensory experiences; and unless we can eliminate such a possibility, nobody knows anything about an external world.9

			C. The Contextualist Response to the Argument from Ignorance

			Several philosophers have sought recently to respond to AI. They often find AI a sound argument, but at the same time feel that there is something quite puzzling, paradoxical, simply incredible about denying common sense as a source of knowledge about the world, or even about asserting that no matter what one may cite as evidence for one’s beliefs about the external world, no amount of evidence will suffice to make those beliefs items of knowledge. It seems incredible to say, for example, that even if it were true, one can never know, no matter what the evidence offered, that one has two hands, that one had a mother, or that the animal I am now looking at and confidently take to be a zebra, is a zebra. And yet these philosophers find the premises of AI true and that the conclusion follows. In other words, these philosophers accept AI as a sound argument, but, contrary to what the skeptic asserts here, it just seems wrong because it implies, when generalized, that nobody knows anything about the world. As Steven Rieber observes, most people find the global skepticism implied by AI simply unacceptable while simultaneously finding AI sound (1998, 190). There seems to be a paradox or puzzle here because we feel strongly the need to accept AI as a sound argument and yet to reject equally strongly its conclusion in any event. For those philosophers who feel this way, the skeptical problem (or paradox) then is to find a way to accept both ordinary common sense as a veritable source of knowledge and AI, when in fact other advocates of AI will insist that trying to solve this problem is a fool’s errand once one accepts AI as a sound argument. Still, for these philosophers who want to accept both, the problem is obviously a matter of finding a way to accept both coherently. If that can be done, the force of AI would be crucially undermined in some way while at the same time we could accept AI as sound in some restricted way that allows for ordinary knowledge or common sense knowledge. But can it be done?

			To solve this alleged problem, the general form of their response consists in making the following claim. There is nothing inconsistent or incompatible with Harriet asserting truly, for example, that she knows, as a simple matter of common sense, she has two hands, or the table in her kitchen is flat, or she shut off the light before closing the study door, and another person in a different context, saying equally truly at the same time, or possibly at a different time, that he knows that Harriet does not have two hands, the same table in Harriet’s kitchen is not flat, and she did not shut off the light before closing the study door. They could both mean the same thing by the nonlogical terms involved, and they could both be right in their knowledge ascriptions, or know what they claim to know, even though both of them are asserting mutually exclusive propositions. This general strategy has come to be identified as the contextualist response to AI, or contextualism, because it affirms, as Stuart Cohen has noted, that “the truth value of knowledge ascriptions is context-sensitive relative to certain facts about the speaker and hearers of the context” (1998, 517b). The simple intuition at the heart of contextualism is that whether anybody knows that P, or whether anyone’s ascription of knowledge that P is true, depends on how much evidence she has for P and whether the evidence she has eliminates every possibility of not-P. How much evidence she needs in order to eliminate any possibility of not-P will be determined by the context at hand and the burden of proof dictated by that context. True knowledge ascriptions need enough justification to dispose of any doubt that not-P, and what counts as a reasonable doubt in the context at hand will vary with how much background information the ascriber brings to the context at hand, and even with whether the ascriber has considered or discussed various skeptical possibilities relating to the ascription in the context at hand. As Rieber has noted, “Contextualists typically say that the truth of any knowledge ascription can depend on what the ascribers have been talking or thinking about,” and this extends to whether the ascribers have been considering skeptical possibilities (1998, 190). In an ordinary context, for example, our knowledge ascription to ourselves or others may well be false (or true), but in a context where AI is being considered, the same ascription may well be true (or false).10

			David Lewis, among others, noted that the contextualist way of viewing knowledge ascriptions is not unlike the natural way of viewing flatness ascriptions that are similarly context-sensitive (1979).11 Just as someone could assert truly, for example, that the road between Las Cruces and the nearest town is flat, someone else might at the same time, or even later, assert truly that the same road is not flat, and they both mean the same thing by ‘flat’; the latter could have more demanding standards sensitive to different contexts for determining or measuring the flatness of things even when both agree to ascribe the same general meaning to ‘flat.’ If each meant something different by ‘flat,’ of course, one would not be denying what the other was asserting, and in that case, it would not be a solution of the problem caused by AI, namely the problem of reconciling true common-sense knowledge claims and their simultaneous denials implied by AI. In short, the contextualist solution to the problem or paradox of skepticism implied by acceptance of AI consists in asserting that the same road can, relative to different contexts and standards of assessment, be at one and the same time, or even at different times, asserted truly to be both flat and not flat. Contradiction occurs only when one asserts both P and not-P at the same time from the same point of view or context. But if that assertion is made relative to different standards of assessment, inspired by the need to avoid reasonable doubt and the possibility of error in order to attain certainty in the presence of evidential demands of differing strength, there would be no contradiction involved (Stuart Cohen 1988; 1990; 1998, 290).

			So it is with knowledge in general. For each context in which one may find oneself, one may have standards adequate in the context at hand for asserting truly that P, and yet at the same time in a different context, or even at a different time, one may not have adequate standards for asserting truly that P, or may have adequate standards for asserting truly that not-P. Relative to the context at hand, including what one may know in that context but not in another, standards will vary on how strong one’s epistemic position needs to be in order to know that P, or to truly ascribe knowledge to oneself or to another. In this way, in one context one may truly assert that P, or that Jones knows that P, and in another context, whether at the same time or not, one may assert truly that not-P, or that it is not the case that P, or that Jones does not know that P, without there being any contradiction involved. Where the standards of evidence are relaxed, owing to a context where philosophical discourse on skepticism, for example, has not yet occurred, then one can know that P; but when the standards are raised as would occur, for example, in philosophical contexts after examining AI, then one would not know that P, or might even know that not-P. At this juncture, perhaps a few concrete examples will be helpful.

			Suppose that you are on safari in the Serengeti, sitting with several other tourists in a large lorry and looking at what seems to everybody in the vehicle to be a zebra about ten yards away in clear daylight and where there is no obvious reason for anyone in the lorry to think that the observed animal might instead be a cleverly disguised mule. In this ordinary or common-sense context, the standards are such that you know that there is a zebra before you. Your self-ascription “I know that I am seeing a zebra” is true, just as would be your ascription “The tourists in this lorry know that they are seeing a zebra.” But suppose, just to change the context a bit, while everybody is still sitting there gazing upon the zebra, the guide then asserts casually that recently a number of the local teenagers have been cleverly disguising many mules to look like zebras. He adds that those mules are evenly intermingled with the real zebras, and they are actually visually quite indistinguishable from the real zebras to all but a very few of the expert safari guides. With this new information conversationally conveyed by the guide, the context has suddenly changed. You do not now know that it is a zebra you see before you, and your recent ascription of knowledge to yourself and the others in the lorry is no longer true. It was true only in the former context, for in the former context you knew it was a zebra. Now there is a real and obvious possibility that you and the others in the lorry are mistaken, and now the new context requires the more stringent demand of having to show that that relevant alternative possibility does not in fact obtain if you and the others are to know that the object before you is in fact a zebra and not a mule cleverly disguised. Before the context changed, the contextualist admits, you and the others knew that it was a zebra you were looking at, and hence your knowledge ascriptions to that effect were true or, because your knowledge ascriptions in that context were true, you knew then that everybody in the lorry was looking at a zebra. But after the context changed, you and the others no longer knew that the same object you were looking at a moment ago was a zebra, and your knowledge ascriptions to that effect are no longer true. Given the first context, there was no need to eliminate any possibility that what you were seeing was instead a cleverly disguised mule, for in that context there was no reason to suppose that there was any such relevant possibility. The standards of evidence for knowledge in the first context were considerably more relaxed, relative to the standards now operative for the same ascriptions in the second context. In the second context, the standards for knowing are suddenly raised because you now need to eliminate the possibility that the object before you is not a cleverly disguised mule.

			As the contextualist would have it, then, you know in the first context, when you were in the lorry with the other tourists and before the guide spoke, that the object before you was a zebra because there was no good reason to doubt it. After all, why would anybody ever paint a mule to look like a zebra? Besides, there has never been a recorded case of anybody doing that sort of thing. Nobody as yet has offered any even remotely plausible reason to think that it might not be a zebra we are looking at. But in the second context, the one that suddenly emerges later with the guide’s information rendering it possible that the object you identified as a zebra is not, in fact, a zebra rather than a cleverly disguised mule, you no longer know that the same object you were looking at a moment ago is a zebra; the new context places you under an as yet undischarged burden of eliminating a relevant possible alternative if you are to know now that the same object you are looking at is a zebra. The strength of one’s justification is always context-sensitive because the context (which includes what we are thinking and how much information we have about the subject matter) informs us in differing ways how much of a burden we must discharge in order to be sufficiently justified in our belief to render the belief an item of knowledge. In this general way, the contextualist presumably solves the Skeptical Problem or Paradox.

			Imagine, however, a second scenario in the zebra example. Imagine instead that when you and the other tourists are sitting in the lorry and looking at what you all take to be a zebra, the guide says nothing because he too believes that everybody in the lorry, including himself, is watching a zebra. Imagine then that one of the tourists in the lorry, a philosopher, confidently asserts that, in fact, nobody in the lorry really knows that what they are watching is a zebra. He says that, in fact, we might all be brains in vats manipulated by a vat master and, if we were, we would be having all the same experiences we would have if we were not brains in vats and looking at zebras, and where that is the case one needs to eliminate the possibility that one is a brain in a vat in order to know that one is not a brain in a vat. But eliminating that possibility, he adds, is just not possible because to do so one would need to appeal ultimately to some sensory experiences of some sort, and if one were a brain in a vat one would appeal to the same experiences to show that one is not a brain in a vat. Whatever sensory experiences to which one would appeal to show that one is not a brain in a vat would, he notes, be equally accessible to a brain in a vat trying to convince us that it is not a brain in a vat. If I were a brain in a vat, my evidence offered for the claim that I am not a brain in a vat is precisely what I would offer as evidence for my not being a brain in a vat if I were not a brain in a vat.

			The difference between the above two scenarios seems clear enough. In the first scenario the first context changes and the demand for more evidence emerges, by appeal to some empirically confirmable fact noted by the safari guide in the lorry. The evidence the guide introduces makes it to some significant degree probable that you are wrong in thinking that the animal you are now observing is a zebra. Prior to the guide’s utterances and the evidence offered therein, there was not accessible to anybody in the lorry any reasonable alternative to your belief that needed to be eliminated, and so, in that context, before the guide spoke, you and the others knew that it was a zebra you were all looking at, and your knowledge ascriptions to that effect were true.

			In the second scenario, however, the philosopher changes the context not by appealing to some newly discovered empirically confirmable fact about the world, thus making it probable that there is some error in your belief that you are looking at a zebra rather than a cleverly disguised mule. Rather he appeals to the implications of the logical or conceptual possibility that we are brains in vats. In the second scenario the change in context precipitated by the philosopher’s comments seems for that reason purely conversational. He does not say that there are facts that now render it distinctly probable that we are looking not at a zebra but at a cleverly disguised mule. He says rather that under AI we cannot eliminate the possibility that we are not looking at a zebra; and his reason for saying so is ostensibly that the meaning of the verb ‘knows’ requires that our epistemic grounds eliminate all possibility of error if we are to have the certainty implied in knowing what we claim to know. He appeals not to any observable fact of the matter rendering it in some way probable that we are now looking not at a zebra but at a cleverly disguised mule. He appeals, instead, to a semantic point about what ‘knows’ means and about what we can imagine to be the case in some conceptually possible world. It certainly does not seem to be an empirically confirmable fact that we must eliminate the logical possibility of error in order to know what we claim to know when we make claims about the world. To be sure, he might claim that it is a fact that this is what is implied by what we ordinarily mean when we say correctly “If I know, I can’t be mistaken,” and by implication we must eliminate every possibility of error in the effort to eliminate all relevant alternatives to what we claim to know if we are indeed to know what we claim to know.

			Even if one insists that the philosopher’s appeal to some fact of the matter changes the epistemic landscape in the second scenario, we need to admit that it is not the same kind of fact that changes the context in the first scenario. There is even some question of whether indeed it is a fact that, given what we ordinarily mean by ‘knows,’ knowing is inconsistent with the logical possibility of error. The certainty associated with knowledge, as we ordinarily understand it, might just as well be explicated in terms of attaining very high degrees of probability, if indeed we cannot attain to anything higher than that and still feel at home using ‘knows’ to capture what we have when we have just that and nothing more. In any event, the change in context and its raising the standards of evidence in this second scenario is another example of how knowledge ascriptions can change and thereby cause what was formerly known to be no longer known, depending on whether the ascribers think a certain way or suddenly acquire beliefs they had not had before.

			We might, incidentally, offer even a third scenario in which two different lorries, each full of tourists, arrive at different places, within close shouting distance of each other, at the same time and whose tourists are observing the same animal, but that the occupants of one lorry differ from the occupants of the other lorry in that the first group, unlike the second group, had already been informed two days earlier that some of the local teenagers had been disguising the mules in this area to look exactly like zebras. In this third scenario, one group would know that the animal they were watching was a zebra while the other group would not. Here the contexts differ solely in terms of the justified beliefs each set of ascribers brings to the act of viewing simultaneously the same animal, and it is not so much a context that changes owing to what somebody says while looking at the animal. The contextualist position about this third scenario is that two different groups observing simultaneously the same animal at the same time can differ in that one group knows that they are observing a zebra and the other group does not. For the first group, anyone asserting “Everyone in this group knows that the animal we are all observing is a zebra” makes a true knowledge ascription; while anyone from the second group asserting “It is not the case that everyone in this group knows that the animal we are now observing is a zebra” makes a true knowledge ascription. And the contextualist’s point is that there is no contradiction between the two different ascriptions, although one seemingly denies what the other asserts, because the second group is not asserting truly that it is not a zebra they are looking at, but only that they do not know that it is a zebra, while the first group asserts truly that they know it is a zebra, from which it follows that it is a zebra they are looking at. The ascriptions themselves are mutually exclusive on the same sensory data, for one is true and the other false. But, again, for the contextualist, that does not constitute a contradiction sufficient to show that one group must be right and the other wrong. Stated differently, given the difference in context here, one group is not asserting the truth of P while the other is denying it. The first group knows that what they are looking at is a zebra, the second group knows that what they are looking at may not be a zebra; and the difference in what each knows results simply from the sensitivity to differing contexts relative to different background information. In this way, common sense can be a source of knowledge in certain contexts, but it would not be a source of knowledge if the standards of evidence are raised by a change in context relative to changes in background information caused by a discussion on AI.

			All contextualists will accept all three zebra scenarios as good examples of what contextualism asserts in its proposed solution to the so-called problem of skepticism.12

			The proposed solution, to summarize, asserts that knowledge claims are context sensitive, and whether people know what they claim to know is a function of whether they have properly discharged the burden of evidence required in the context at hand, a burden heavier or lighter depending on the background information one brings to the context. In the context where a reflective agent has no reason to doubt that P, because in that context it is not even imaginable to him that he could actually be wrong in asserting that P, then in that context one can truly ascribe knowledge that P to oneself and others. But when one has good reason to doubt that P, because he can imagine for good reason that he might in fact be wrong in asserting that P, then he does not know that P until he properly discharges the burden of proof required in the context at hand. Put differently, the skeptic’s argument based on AI is sound but restricted to contexts where the standards for knowledge require eliminating the logical possibility of error; it does not apply in contexts where the standards for knowing are not as strong, as in cases of common sense or ordinary quotidian knowledge. In this way we can accept the soundness of AI without abandoning ordinary or even scientific knowledge; it’s just a matter of seeing that the skeptic’s argument is sound only where the standards for knowing are very high, and where they are not so high, ordinary knowledge can be attained.

			Moreover, as is evident from the second scenario, in taking seriously AI as a sound argument, the contextualist will need to affirm that no matter what the context, or even how much evidence one may have for one’s beliefs about the world, and no matter how strongly one’s belief is evidenced thereby, the context will change and thereby nullify what one would otherwise have known antecedently simply by someone’s asserting truly that with respect to knowledge about the world, one can never exclude the logical possibility of error owing to our inability to know that we are not brains in vats. For that same reason the contextualist will also need to affirm that whatever the common-sense context at hand, one can always change that context simply by asserting the BIV, as did our philosopher in the second scenario above, and then defend AI on the grounds that one cannot eliminate the logical possibility of being a brain in a vat and hence cannot know that one is not a brain in a vat. When that happens, what one had known as a matter of common sense one no longer knows. Alternatively stated, if one takes contextualism seriously as a strategic solution to the skeptical problem or puzzle, one can nullify any common-sense claim to knowledge simply by asserting AI and arguing for its first premise on the grounds that we must eliminate the logical possibility of error in order to know what we claim to know, and that under the BIV, for the reasons mentioned above, we can never eliminate the logical possibility that we are brains in vats. But more on this soon enough.

			D. The Contextualist Response Examined

			If we accept the characterization of contextualism as just offered and exemplified in each of the first two scenarios above, there are no fewer than four serious objections to our accepting contextualism as a solution to the skeptical problem occasioned by accepting both AI as a sound argument and common sense as a source of knowledge.

			a. Two Reasons Why Contextualism Abandons 
Truth as a Necessary Condition for Knowledge

			Contextualism, as described in the first zebra scenario above where the context is changed by the guide’s comments, explicitly implies that, supposing you were in the lorry before the guide’s comments, you would have known that the animal you were observing was a zebra rather than a cleverly disguised mule. So, after the guide’s comments, the contextualist needs to describe your new situation by saying that you now no longer know that the animal you were looking at was a zebra. But the problem with this way of describing things is that, however much it would be demanded by the need to make common-sense knowledge possible along with accepting AI, if the context were changed in this way then it should follow not that you no longer know that the animal you were looking at was a zebra, but that you never knew that the animal you were looking at was a zebra.13 Otherwise it would make perfectly good sense to say, for example, that the ancients knew that the world was flat, but that they would not now know it; and what is wrong with speaking in this fashion (at least for those who hold some non-epistemic conception of truth) is that it violates our deeply intuitive non-epistemic conception of truth that requires that we say we never knew the earth was flat because, given all the evidence we now have on the matter, we know it never was flat, although the ancients may certainly have been supremely justified in believing that the world was flat when they made the claim. If, as contextualists must affirm, the ancients knew the earth was flat (because their knowledge ascription in that earlier context was justified and true) but would not know it now, because we now know on evidence they did not have that they were just wrong in asserting that it was flat, then they would have known a false proposition. But, so this objection goes, one cannot know false propositions. Consequently, you cannot say justifiably that you once knew (three minutes ago before the guide related the antics of the local teenagers) that the animal you were observing was a zebra but that now you no longer know it was a zebra, any more than one can justifiably say, without rejecting the truth condition for knowledge, that “Ptolemy knew that the sun rotated around the earth, but he would not know it now.” Advocates of any non-epistemic theory of truth need to say Ptolemy never knew that the sun rotated around the earth because, if we have any knowledge at all, we now know that in fact the sun never rotated around the earth. It is for this reason that contextualists who endorse the view expressed in the first scenario, namely that you knew that the animal you were looking at was a zebra until the context changed with the comments offered by the guide, are actually endorsing a way of speaking that denies truth as a necessary condition for knowledge if, after the context changes, one then finds sufficient evidence for justifiably saying that what people thought was true before the context changed was actually false or possibly false. But it is also difficult to see how the contextualist who thinks truth, as we ordinarily understand it, is a necessary condition of knowledge can abandon expressions such as “He knew then, but no longer knows” or “He knew then, but would not now know” if he is to make room for common-sense knowledge that disappears only in a later context where the standards for knowing are raised in the way indicated in the first scenario above. These sentences are certainly problematic where the reason for saying that he no longer knows that P, or that he would not now know that P, are followed by some statement to the effect that we now know that what they affirmed to be the case with the limited information and knowledge they had is actually false or possibly false.

			Naturally, this objection is not a problem for any contextualist who adopts an epistemic conception of truth and recursively defines truth in terms of warranted assertibility.

			This same objection applies equally to the sort of contextualism described in the second scenario above, and for the same reason. In the second scenario, if we take AI seriously, the philosopher’s introduction of the BIV as evidence that you do not know that you are not looking at a cleverly disguised mule changes the context, and if in the first context one really knows, then one needs to say that in the first context you knew that the animal you were looking at was a zebra, but that when the context changed you no longer knew what you formerly knew. And this brings us back again to the problem just noted above in the consequences of saying such things as “The ancients knew that the sun rotated around the earth, but given the new evidence we acquired after the context of inquiry changed and the standards were elevated, we now know that they did not know it, or would not know it now.”

			In the second scenario described above, it also appears that the contextualist will need to say that before the philosopher began to speak, you knew that the animal you were observing was a zebra, but that after the context was changed by the philosopher’s comments, you no longer knew what you formerly knew. Thus for the same reasons, any contextualist who adopts a non-epistemic conception of truth and who will grant that in the second scenario you knew, before the philosopher spoke, that the animal you were observing was a zebra but after the philosopher spoke you no longer knew the animal you were watching was a zebra needs to confront the problem of describing accurately that phenomenon while allowing that common sense is as much a source of knowledge as truth is a necessary condition for it. To say that they knew, or asserted truly, that the animal they were watching, before either the guide or the philosopher spoke, was a zebra implies that it was true that what they saw was a zebra. To say that they no longer knew that it was a zebra after the guide or philosopher spoke implies sentences such as “X knew that P under circumstances C, but X no longer knows, or would now know, that P” are acceptable, and what is wrong with this way of speaking is, again, that the contextualist would presumably retain this same way of speaking even when under the new context the subject satisfies a more demanding burden of proof even when the latter implies that what X said at time T1 was in fact false. We now know that the ancients were just wrong in what they claimed. Although they discharged properly the burden of proof demanded by the context at hand when they made the claim; and although they were completely justified in believing what they did believe and assert, we cannot now say, as the contextualist would need to insist, that they knew that P or that they ascribed truly to others that they knew that P.

			A second and distinct reason for thinking that the contextualist response to AI abandons truth as a necessary condition for knowledge is the following. As we noted above, contextualists typically say that the truth of knowledge ascriptions depends, or can depend, on the ascribers, on what they think is the case, or “on what they have been talking or thinking about” (Rieber 1998, 190). Assuming that propositional knowledge ascriptions take, or reduce to, some basic form of “X knows that P,” then the truth of any such ascription or proposition depends on what the ascribers think about something or other. But this position apparently amounts to endorsing an epistemic conception of truth, and not a non-epistemic conception of truth under which whether a proposition is true or not is simply a matter of whether what it asserts to be the case is the case, and not on what we think or how we acquire our beliefs. Unless contextualists typically wish to abandon non-epistemic conceptions of truth in order to solve the skeptical problem (and even then there would be the question of whether the problem had been solved thereby because the concept of truth behind AI and BIV would presumably be construed in non-epistemic terms), the proposed solution is now saddled with the need to provide a compelling defense of some suitably formulated epistemic theory of truth. That prospect raises the question of whether the solution of the alleged problem of skepticism would be much too costly for contextualists, compared with simply abandoning human knowledge as a cognitive goal and settling for simple rationality without truth, rationality defined in terms of beliefs supremely warranted relative to standards adopted by a particular group at any given time.

			Either that or the sense in which the truth of an ascription can depend on what ascribers think or believe means something less contentious for the contextualist. Perhaps it means merely that the truth of one’s knowledge ascriptions depends on the fact that people make knowledge ascriptions for which it is necessary that they have some beliefs. But that sort of response seems trivial and in itself does not help to solve the problem. Whatever the final disposition of what this dependency consists in, the contextualist will need to explicate it in some way that presumably preserves the non-epistemic principle that a proposition, utterance, or belief will be true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. Otherwise, it is unclear just what the contextualist is asserting when asserting the crucial claim that we can solve the problem of skepticism only if we acknowledge that the truth of a knowledge ascription depends on what ascribers have been talking or thinking about.

			Another way of describing the above two objections is that they seek to show that the contextualists confuse warranted assertibility conditions for true knowledge ascriptions with truth conditions for knowledge, with the implication that ordinary truth must be abandoned as a necessary condition for knowledge and replaced with warranted assertibility conditions for true knowledge attributions.

			b. DeRose’s Defense of Contextualism 
against Warranted Assertibility Maneuvers

			In his “Assertion, Knowledge, and Context” (2004a; see also 2009), Keith DeRose asserts that the chief bugaboo of contextualism lay in the invariantist’s objection that the effort to contextualize human knowledge mistakes variability in the conditions of warranted assertibility of knowledge-attributions for a variability in their truth-conditions.14 He says:

			The most influential source of resistance to contextualism is the warranted assertibility objection—the charge that what the contextualist takes to be a variation in the truth conditions of knowledge attributions is in reality only a variation in the conditions for the warranted assertibility of those claims. (5)

			As DeRose explicates this objection, the objection in fact reflects essentially the claim I made above that contextualism seeks to pass from the warranted assertibility of certain knowledge attributions, which warranted assertibility varies depending on whether the standards for warrantedly asserting that P in the context at hand are satisfied, to the truth of the knowledge claim in question, that satisfying the condition for warranted assertibility of a knowledge attribution in fact satisfies the truth condition for knowledge attribution. In other words, from the warranted assertibility of the knowledge attribution “George knows that he has hands” we can infer that the attribution is true, and from the truth of the attribution the contextualist can infer that “George knows that he has hands”; and where the standards for the warranted assertibility of P vary depending on the evidential demands appropriate to the context at hand, then so will the truth condition for “George knows he has hands.” In this way it will follow, for example, that “George knows that he has hands” at time t1 when, inter alia, there is no good reason at time t1 in the context at hand to suppose that George does not know as much, but that at a later time t2 in a different context, when there is a reason to suppose that George might be mistaken about his belief, it will follow that “George does not know that he has hands.” The truth of the knowledge ascription, then, varies depending on whether the standards for warranted assertibility of his claim are satisfied. And those standards are seen to vary depending on the context at hand and on whether, given the context, more or less evidence is required to warrant the assertion or the ascription that “George knows he has hands.” What opponents of contextualism find particularly problematic in all this is that contextualists take the satisfaction of the truth condition for knowledge to be variable and dependent on what one perceives to be the standards for warranted assertion that need to be satisfied in the context at hand in order to establish the true attribution of knowledge. Invariantists think that what makes a knowledge claim true is simply a matter of whether what it asserts to be the case is the case, and they hasten to add that that is not to be confused with the variability of the truth conditions for the warranted assertibility of a knowledge ascription.15 This seems to be simply another way of saying that what bothers the opponents of contextualism is that they perceive contextualism as abandoning truth as a necessary condition for knowledge and substituting in its place the variable conditions for the warranted assertibility of a knowledge claim. At bottom, the invariantist accuses the contextualist of abandoning the truth condition for knowledge by substituting in its place the warranted assertibility of a knowledge attribution.

			In response to this warranted assertibility maneuver (WAM) against contextualizing knowledge, DeRose has asserted that the maneuver fails to sustain a viable objection as soon as we adopt the knowledge account of assertion, which he claims is admirably defended by several philosophers, including Timothy Williamson (2000, chp. 11). According to DeRose, the knowledge account of assertion is simply the view that “what one is in a position to assert is what one knows” (2004a, 1). Better yet, the knowledge account of assertion maintains that there is a linguistic rule that one can only correctly assert that P if one knows that P. S’s knowing that P requires S’s being in a position to assert that P, and S’s being in a position to assert that P requires S’s knowing that P. So, it is a necessary condition for X’s being fully warranted in asserting that P, or for X’s being in a position to assert that P, that X know that P. DeRose argues that being in a position to assert that P amounts to having whatever evidence is needed to be epistemically justified or fully warranted in asserting the proposition itself straight out relative to a given standard of caution (2004a, 40n30). In brief, it is a necessary condition, under the knowledge account of assertion, that one’s warrantedly asserting that P implies that P. The context-sensitivity of knowledge simply falls out of the context-sensitivity of warranted assertibility ascriptions of knowledge when we accept the knowledge account of assertion. DeRose concludes that “the knowledge account of assertion demands a contextualist account of knowledge, and is simply incredible without it” (2004a, 16). Hence it is that:

			The knowledge account of assertion provides a powerful argument for contextualism: if the standards for when one is in a position to warrantedly assert that P are the same as those that comprise a truth condition for “I know that P,” then if the former vary with context, so do the latter. In short, the knowledge account of assertion, together with the context-sensitivity of assertibility, yields contextualism about knowledge. . . . The knowledge account of assertion is right to equate the standards for the warranted assertibility of P with those for the truth of “I know that P.” . . . And no “Warranted Assertibility Maneuver” can be wielded against us here, for the strong intuitions we are here utilizing are themselves judgments concerning warranted assertibility. (2004a, 21).

			Even so, there seems to be problems with this way of confronting the warranted assertibility maneuver DeRose ascribes to invariantists as the major response to contextualizing knowledge.

			To begin with, in spite of the claim that the knowledge account of assertion is well established, there does not seem to be any telling argument for it. Certainly, we can all agree that we ought not to assert that P unless we sincerely believe that we know that P; but it is hard to see how, from this alone, we can show that there is a linguistic rule to the effect that one can properly assert that P only if one knows that P. Moreover there is good evidence that the knowledge account of assertion cannot be a good account of assertion, simply because it is primarily stipulative and not reflective of standard usage. The knowledge account of assertion stipulates that we ought not count as a warranted or proper assertion anything that we do not know to be the case. But, as a matter of linguistic fact, we do generally count a person’s assertion that P as a warranted assertion just in case it is a belief that is splendidly supported by the evidence even if it should turn out to be a false claim and, hence, not known. Many philosophers have argued that one does not need to know that P in order properly to assert that P.

			For example, David Lewis, among several others, has urged that it will be sufficient for properly asserting that P that one’s belief that P be very close to a probability of 1, and Lewis denies that knowledge is a matter of having beliefs with a probability very close to 1.16 In Dretske’s barn case, moreover, we would all count the subject, Henry, as fully warranted in his assertion that P even when his true belief that P is caused by the state of affairs that P, and when Henry in the context at hand has every reason to believe that his senses are not deceiving him. While Henry is fully justified or warranted in believing and asserting that it is a barn he sees, he does not know that it is a barn that he sees even when in fact it is a barn that he sees, because there are perfect barn replicas in the neighborhood and had Henry been looking at one of those phony barns instead, he would not have been able to distinguish between the real barn and the phony barn . . . as he would not, on the basis of his sense experience, be able to eliminate a relevant alternative to his claim. In any event, there seems to be persuasive evidence that we do not count someone as a knower simply because our ascription of knowledge to him and his claim to know is, at the time of his claim and in the context at hand, fully warrantedly assertible. These seem to be strong intuitions rooted in actual usage and they hardly support the knowledge account of assertion.

			Furthermore, it seems to be a noncontroversial fact about the nature of truth, as we ordinarily understand it in non-epistemic terms, that no matter how sterling our evidence may be for believing that George knows that P, our evidence, while fully warranting the ascription, never entails or implies that George knows that P. The truth about what George knows does not depend on whether the ascription of knowledge to George is fully warranted as an assertion, and if truth is a necessary condition for knowledge (and contextualists agree that it is) one cannot simply pass from the fully warranted assertion that “George knows that P,” to the conclusion that “George knows that P” unless one abandons the non-epistemic conception of truth and suitably redefines it in terms of warranted assertibility. In short, it is difficult to see how we could successfully contextualize knowledge without either abandoning truth as a necessary condition for knowledge or stipulatively redefining truth epistemically in terms of warranted assertibility. Contextualists do not seem to want to abandon either. For those who insist on truth as a necessary condition for knowledge, the only way to defend contextualism is to redefine truth in terms essentially epistemic. Defending the latter move is a demanding exercise necessary for justifying the contextualizing of knowledge from the contextualizing of warrantedly asserting or ascribing knowledge.

			In addition to the above counterexamples to the knowledge account of assertion, and in addition to the implication of our having to redefine truth epistemically if we are to successfully contextualize knowledge from the contextualizing of the truth conditions of knowledge ascriptions, there is another problem with endorsing the knowledge account of assertion. It is this. Suppose that, for whatever reason, we accept the view that we cannot properly assert that P unless we know that P, and we are inclined to assert something pretty noncontroversial, such as “George knows that he has two hands.” If we take the knowledge account of assertion seriously, we now need to determine, in the interest of properly asserting that George knows that he has two hands whether we in fact know that George knows that he has two hands. How are we to determine whether George knows that he has two hands? Will it be sufficient to ask him if he knows that he has two hands, and if he does assert that indeed he knows that he has two hands, will we then know that he has two hands? Not really, because if he does indeed assert that he knows he has two hands, we can remind him that his assertion to that effect will not count as a proper assertion unless he knows that he has two hands. So we will need to ask him how he knows that he has two hands if we are to warrantedly accept his assertion that he does in order for us to be able to assert properly that he does indeed know that he has two hands. So informed, George now asserts that he has always believed he has had two hands, has never seen any evidence to the contrary, and has no other reason to suppose, after serious reflection, that he does not have two hands. Ordinarily, this would suffice for others as evidence sufficient for our properly asserting that George knows that he has two hands. Unfortunately, however, as proponents of the knowledge account of assertion, we remind him again that in order for his reasons to count as proper assertions he now needs to show that indeed he knows that he has always believed that he had two hands, has never seen any evidence to the contrary, and has no reason to suppose, after serious reflection, that he does not have two hands. But of course, whatever reasons he now gives for showing that he knows as much will be met with the claim that if these reasons are to count as proper assertions, he must show that what he is asserting therein he knows to be the case. And so on. Given the knowledge account of assertion, whatever reason he offers for anything he professes to know will be insufficient for his knowing what he claims to know and, in such a world, he could never properly assert anything. By implication, neither can we properly assert anything since we cannot know that anybody knows anything for the same reason we cannot know that George knows he has two hands. Contextualism funded by appealing to the knowledge account of assertion pays a heavy price in paying the wages of skepticism.

			Nor can we get around this implication by arguing that if we are to know, for example, that George knows that he has two hands, we can do it not by asking George to give reasons and thereby assert something or other. We can do it simply by asserting something else in defense of the claim that George knows that he has two hands. But the point is that whatever we assert in order to defend our assertion that “George knows that he has hands” will again be an assertion of some sort and it will not be a proper assertion unless we already know what is asserted. To the original question, how do I know that “X knows that P,” the answer will require an assertion of some sort which in turn will require an answer to the question of how it is that one knows what is asserted, and this goes on forever, making it impossible for anybody to properly assert that somebody knows that something is so. One conclusion, among many, we may draw here is that if we take the knowledge account of assertion seriously, it will follow that we can never properly assert that anybody knows anything, because we would not be able to determine whether we know what we assert we know, and without that we would not be properly asserting what we assert. This in itself would be a sufficient reason to abandon the adoption of the knowledge account of assertion because the implication would be inconsistent with the contextualist argument to the effect that at least under some standards of evidence somebody knows that something or other is so.

			In the end, the attempt to bypass the warranted assertibility maneuver against contextualizing knowledge by making knowledge that P a necessary condition for properly asserting that P, or warrantedly ascribing knowledge that P, seems less problematic for being arbitrary or stipulative by way of affirming the knowledge account of assertion than it does for requiring an epistemic conception of truth while keeping truth as a necessary condition for knowledge. But, then again, there is certainly much to ponder about any effort to save contextualism by appealing to an account of assertion that makes it impossible for anybody to assert properly that somebody knows that something is so.

			c. The Argument from Ignorance Makes Common-Sense 
Knowledge Unattainable in Any Context

			Second, according to contextualists, we can change the context of inquiry merely by asserting AI, as occurs in the second scenario in the lorry with the assertion made by the philosopher, relying on BIV, affirming that error is always possible in what one believes. One no longer knows what one formerly knew as soon as the philosopher notes that it is logically possible to be mistaken in what one claims to know and that that possibility must be removed if one is to know what one claims to know. For this reason, it seems that if we accept AI as sound, we no longer have any reason to accept common sense as a source of knowledge in any context.17 That, as Ram Neta has urged (2004), is precisely the point the skeptic will urge and not to take the skeptic’s position as implying as much is simply a distortion of what the skeptic is arguing. If one accepts AI as a sound argument, the knowledge claims of common sense are automatically trumped, no matter how much empirical evidence one might have for one’s common sense or ordinary knowledge ascriptions. Why, asks the skeptic, should anybody at any given time henceforth put any credence in accepting any assertion of common sense, or science, as a source of knowledge in any context? After all, if AI is sound, and contextualists say it is, what it shows is that 
common sense, and all other claims about the world, can never be a source of knowledge because they are immediately trumped by the 
philosopher’s appeal to AI, based on the BIV. Would it not seem better by far to swallow the pill, abandon all pretext of knowing, and simply settle for reasonable belief in the context at hand as our proximate cognitive goal?

			d. The Argument from Ignorance Begs the Question in Favor of Skepticism

			Notice also that contextualists accept AI as a sound argument, but they seek to blunt its conclusion by allowing that its conclusion is sound only for knowledge ascriptions in contexts where the standards of evidence required for knowing are considerably higher than in ordinary or common-sense contexts before any discussions on skepticism and AI. Contextualists, then, are typically motivated by their belief that AI is a sound argument, and if AI were not a sound argument, there would be no apparent need for contextualists to respond to it in order to avoid the problem emerging from accepting its conclusion that nobody ever knows anything about the world. But is AI sound? That it is not, because the first premise is unjustified, we can see from the following considerations.

			AI begins with the premise that I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat. Some contextualists have observed that any effort to refute AI by rejecting either the first premise or the second, or accepting them and rejecting the conclusion, will be arbitrary. Moreover, each premise in AI is such that any effort to reject AI by rejecting either premise or the conclusion is just prima facie highly implausible (Rieber 1998, 190). Arguably, however, what seems prima facie highly implausible is the first premise. I do know that I am not a brain in a vat. Let me say why.

			The reasoning offered by the advocates of AI for the first premise is, as we saw above, simply that in order for me to know that I am not a brain in a vat I must eliminate the possibility that I am a brain in a vat, because knowing that P implies that it is not possible that not P. But, as the evidence for the first premise asserts, I cannot eliminate the possibility that I am a brain in a vat because if I were a brain in a vat, all my sensory experiences would be the same as if I were not a brain in a vat. As we saw above, whatever I would say or offer to show that my experiences are not the experiences of a mere brain in a vat would presumably be precisely the same things I would say or offer if I were a mere brain in a vat cleverly manipulated by the vat master. One’s sensory experience would support each hypothesis equally well and there could be no further appeal that would allow one to show that one’s sensory experiences are not the sensory experiences of a brain in a vat stimulated by a clever vat master. Nothing about my sensory experience can show that it is not possible that I am a brain in a vat because all my sensory experiences would be the same as if I were a brain in a vat.

			The basic problem with the evidence offered in support of the first premise of AI is that while it is certainly logically possible that I am a brain in a vat for all the reasons given, the claim that I must eliminate the logical possibility of error in order to know what I claim to know is much too strong a requirement for any epistemology that begins, as does contextualism, with the claim that we know much about the world. Such a requirement, in fact, guarantees that nobody knows anything at all about the world. And it does so without so much as examining whether it might be sufficient for knowledge of the world that we attain to a very high degree of probability for our beliefs relative to the evidence available and accessible at the time of our claim.

			Many philosophers think that we have knowledge of the world and, at the same time, that those beliefs need never be anything more than very probable to satisfy the truth and certainty condition for knowledge. According to these philosophers, we must all start with the fact that we know many things and then note that, given the human condition, all knowledge claims about the world are defeasible (and fallible) just because we can never achieve anything more than a very high degree of probability or likelihood of truth. In such a world, requiring freedom from the logical possibility of error for knowledge guarantees skepticism rather than moves us away from it. We all know that we have, or had, a mother, but our evidence for that will not preclude the logical possibility of error. We could all be brains (artificially created) in vats; that is to say it is logically possible. To insist that we are simply wrong in claiming to know that we have, or had, mothers, because we have not eliminated the logical possibility of being brains in vats, opens the supporters of AI to the charge of begging the question against their philosophical opponents by seeking to impose on them, by way of stipulating what it means for a belief to be ‘certain,’ a sense of ‘knows’ they themselves must regard as more appropriate to logical and mathematical knowledge traditionally conceived than to our ordinary empirical knowledge of the world.

			Remember also that contextualists begin with the claim that we have much ordinary or common-sense knowledge but then, in order to protect this against the radical skepticism implied by AI, buy into the very premise that makes AI imply the global weak skepticism that it does, namely that in order to know that P we must preclude the logical possibility that not P, and under the BIV this last is not a satisfiable condition. So, without even examining the possibility that there may be two clear senses of ‘knows,’ one requiring freedom from the logical possibility of error, and another requiring freedom from any relevantly high probability of error, it appears that the evidence for the first premise in AI surreptitiously assumes a contentious requirement for knowledge without noting that our ordinary and scientific use of ‘knows’ indicates that one can certainly know something or other, even when the logical possibility of error is not eliminated by our evidence.18 In this way, AI begs the question against its opponents by assuming without proof that the only legitimate sense of ‘knows’ is one that requires for its instantiation freedom from the logical possibility of error. For the weak sense of ‘knows,’ that sense which is instantiated in common sense and natural science, the certainty associated with human knowing is more a matter of eliminating all relevant alternative possibilities of error, but such possibilities cannot, and do not, extend to the logical possibility of error, if indeed we are to know, as indeed we do, that we all have or had a mother.

			To summarize briefly this third objection to contextualism, those who begin by believing that there is empirical knowledge of the world will argue justifiably that the deck is stacked in AI against the nonskeptic by the arbitrary imposition of a sense of ‘knows’ requiring a kind of certainty that the opposition is loath to accept as a general requirement for knowledge of the world, and for which the proponents of AI have not given any good reason why they should adopt that sense. They will claim adamantly that they know they are not brains in vats because there is no demonstrable probability of it being so, and because nobody has shown in any non-question-begging way that we need to eliminate the logical possibility of error in order to know what we claim to know. It is supposed to be an empirical hypothesis about the world, but by hypothesis it is not testable (as all evidence would, under the BIV, be equally consistent with each thesis and its denial) and hence is empirically meaningless because it is not epistemically accessible. They will grant that their beliefs are indeed not certain in the sense required for the soundness of AI but are nonetheless perfectly certain in the Austinian or Peircean sense required for knowing something or other about this world, and that sense is what is required by the sense of ‘knows’ reflected in our ordinary and scientific use of ‘knows’ in these contexts rather than in the more mathematical or logical contexts so well known to the children of Descartes.

			What often seems surprising to such non-skeptics is that contextualists begin by affirming that we have ordinary or common-sense knowledge and then proceed to accept AI, the evidence for whose first premise undermines that very sense of ‘knows’ reflected in what we commonly take to be our ordinary or scientific knowledge.

			e. The Incoherence of Contextualist Strategy

			As we saw above, the contextualist strategy seeks fundamentally to show how our ordinary or common-sense attributions of knowledge can be correct and, at the same time, show how global weak skepticism, based on AI and the BIV, is sound and consistent with our deep intuition that we have ordinary and common-sense knowledge. This strategy cannot succeed because, as indicated above, it is fundamentally incoherent or inconsistent. After all, if the argument from AI is sound, as indeed contextualists grant (otherwise there would be no reason for taking its conclusion seriously), what follows is that nobody knows anything about the world. Period. To then devise a strategy showing how to reconcile this conclusion with our allegedly deep intuition that in fact we do have ordinary empirical knowledge, or common-sense knowledge, about the world is at one and the same time to assert and deny the conclusion of AI. The only position consistent with accepting AI is to deny that we have common-sense or ordinary knowledge, no matter how deeply felt the contrary intuition may be. For the skeptic, the point of AI is to divest us of the intuition that there is common-sense or ordinary knowledge. To accept the argument and then claim that AI cannot be accepted because it goes against our deep resistance to global skepticism and our deep belief that there is indeed ordinary or common-sense knowledge is nothing short of refusing to accept the conclusion of an argument that one accepts explicitly as a sound argument. The so-called problem of skepticism and the paradox of granting AI along with ordinary or common-sense knowledge only reflects the deeper problem of how anybody can explicitly accept an argument as sound and at the same time claim that we now have a paradox to solve because the conclusion is inconsistent with beliefs which, if the argument is sound, are no longer worthy of rational endorsement. Thus, accepting AI just means abandoning the belief that there is some common-sense or ordinary knowledge about the world. It is not surprising that a serious skeptic who accepts AI cannot help seeing the contextualist response to AI as not only begging the question against that skeptical conclusion by asserting that indeed there is ordinary or common-sense knowledge but also, in pursuing the contextualist strategy, as thereby asserting and denying at the same time that AI is sound. The only way to avoid this incoherence in the heart of the contextualist strategy is either to abandon common-sense or ordinary knowledge or to abandon AI. As we have also seen above, fortunately, there is strong reason for thinking the first premise of AI is false simply because the knowledge we profess to have under common-sense or ordinary knowledge is, under ordinary usage, knowledge consistent with the logical possibility of error and so that sort of possibility of error is simply not sufficient to undermine the knowledge we actually have of the world around us.

			The defeasibility of all our knowledge about the world certainly implies minimally that it is logically possible that we are wrong about anything we believe. But that does not mean that we are not knowers for that reason. Rather it indicates pointedly something deeper about the human condition and the nature of so many beliefs we are reluctant to abandon calling items of knowledge. They are all logically possibly false, but for that reason they do not cease to be items captured by what we ordinarily and scientifically mean by knowledge about the world. As Tarski and others remind us, a materially necessary condition for any proposed explication or definition is that it reflect what we ordinarily mean by the explicandum or definiendum in the typical context of correct usage.19 In the typical context where we seek to ascertain what the world, as we ordinarily see it, is like and why it appears the way it does, we do not require freedom from the logical possibility of error simply in order to establish the certainty of the knowledge we profess to have. Such possibility of error is not, as David Lewis might say, a salient possibility to be excluded in order to correctly apply ‘knows.’20

			f. An Objection to the Above: The Schiffer Argument

			I have just argued against any contextualism predicated on accepting AI as a sound argument. In so doing I sought to show why AI is an unsound argument, although the new contextualism is predicated on the soundness of AI but seeks to restrict its application to contexts where standards for knowing are very high. We saw that the first premise of AI is false. Before examining other critiques of contextualism, it might be helpful here to examine briefly one argument to the effect that denying the truth of the first premise of AI is, in fact, irrational. If such a charge is correct, then the argument I just offered for the indefensibility of academic skepticism would indeed fail. Moreover, if this charge is correct it would bear equally decisively against proposals by others who, as we shall see, clearly argue that the problem with AI is that its first premise is false.

			In his paper, “Skepticism and the Vagaries of Justified Belief,” Stephen Schiffer argues that those who seek to trump the contextualist by simply arguing that the first premise of AI (“I do not know that I am not a BIV” or “I do not know that I am not looking at a hologram”) is false, and hence that AI is unsound, are actually irrational (2004). His argument for this conclusion begins by asking us to suppose that Harold finds himself in an environment in which he has no independent justification either for believing or disbelieving that it is a hologram that he is looking at when he takes himself to be looking at a coffee mug. Schiffer then says,

			In this case it seems to me that Harold is not justified in believing that he is not looking at a hologram, and therefore not justified in believing that there is a mug before him. If Harold were to persist in believing that he’s looking at a mug, and not a hologram of a mug, even though he has no reason independent of his seeming to see a mug or believing that he is not looking at a hologram, I would regard him as irrational. Yet it follows from Jim’s [James Pryor’s] theory that just on the basis of his seeming to see a real mug, together with his not having any defeating evidence, Harold is fully justified in believing both that there is a mug before him and that he’s not looking at a hologram. I find this highly unintuitive. (2004, 9)

			Schiffer calls any defense of the sort provided by Pryor for the falsity of the first premise of AI the dogmatist’s response to AI, and admittedly if indeed Harold has no reason either for believing or for disbelieving that it is a hologram he is looking at when he takes himself to be seeing a mug, he is not justified in believing that he is not looking at a hologram. But the core question at issue is rather whether Harold is justified in believing, or knows, that he is looking at a mug when he takes himself to be looking at a mug and when he has no good reason for thinking he may be mistaken and looking instead at a hologram.

			In response to Schiffer’s argument, then, one can note that there is a rich tradition in philosophy going back at least as far as Augustine of Hippo, and embracing more recently Charles Peirce, John Austin, G. E. Moore, Norman Malcolm, and others, affirming that if one takes oneself to be seeing a real mug, for example, and if one has, upon serious reflection, no good reason for thinking that it is not a real mug one is seeing, then one knows that it is a mug one is seeing. This tradition will be quick to observe that a good reason for rejecting one’s belief that P as an item of knowledge is never simply that it is logically possible that not P; otherwise one would be endorsing, whatever the reason, the view that a person could know that P only if it is not logically possible that he is in error. Although people often claim that the truth condition for knowledge requires, as a condition for knowledge, freedom from the logical possibility of error, such a requirement is too strong and arbitrary in its failure to take seriously those things we ordinarily say we know about this world, such things as “I know I had a mother,” and that are generally regarded as paradigm cases of correct usage in ordinary discourse and natural science. One cannot adopt a position of the sort Schiffer adopts in judging irrational anybody who would reject the first premise of AI without deciding in advance that indeed there is no knowledge of the world whether scientific or ordinary, for that would be the only justification for adopting such a strong conception of knowledge which roots, as we noted above, in the intuition that the certainty associated with knowing must consist in freedom from the logical possibility of error.

			Doubtless, for those who think knowledge requires that sort of certainty, rejecting as false the first premise of AI would be massively counterintuitive—but it is precisely that intuition that is unjustified if the concept of knowledge is going to reflect what we ordinarily and 
scientifically take it to mean. If we are to begin at all, we begin with the clear cases of knowledge and from them generate an analysis respecting what it is in the clear cases that we are to seek in the less clear cases. Beginning with clear cases of knowledge requires that we begin with statements such as “I know I had a mother.” If Schiffer and others urge that the concept of knowledge underlying the intuitions that fund the counterintuitivity of rejecting the first premise of AI are more properly a function of an idealized reconstruction of the concept and not a slavish description of what ordinary folk might mean by it, then we need to know why nobody should adopt such a concept of knowledge, especially since it would require abandoning as items of knowledge such things as “I know I had a mother.” In other words, without some strenuous defense of why we ought to take Schiffer’s intuition seriously, in light of the fact that it implies global weak skepticism, the price we pay for accepting it is just too high and arbitrarily imposed. If knowledge is construed, without plausible argumentation, in terms of having grounds that exclude the logical possibility of error, then, apart from the fact that the construal would impose arbitrarily global weak skepticism, the academic skeptic, as Peter Klein has urged (persuasively, I believe) wins the day simply by refusing without argument to allow anything to count as evidence or an argument against his position (2004). In sum, for those who, like Schiffer, find rejecting the first premise of AI for any reason irrational simply because they see it as counterintuitive, then it seems clear that the intuitions at the root of such a finding are themselves counterintuitive from a perspective arguably more defensible in terms of what we ordinarily and scientifically mean by ‘knows,’ not to say what we ought to mean by ‘knows’ if we are to avoid global weak skepticism.

			In the interest of leaving few stones unturned, we may now turn to other recent critiques of contextualism as a response to global weak skepticism. In doing this, we seek to ascertain whether there may be other defensible arguments against the soundness of AI, or even other plausible arguments supportive of global weak skepticism in addition to AI. Further, we may want to see how well the contextualist can respond to the critiques we will examine.

			EF

			5. Other Criticisms of Contextualism

			A. The Kornblith Critique

			If there is a general objection among most of the critics of the new contextualism, it is that contextualism is basically uninteresting primarily because it does not confront the real problem of skepticism. It ignores it or distorts it or misunderstands it in some basic way. For such critics, as we shall see below, the real problem is not the one of finding a way of reconciling our deeply intuitive belief that we do have ordinary or common-sense knowledge with a sound argument for the robust sort of skepticism implied by AI. Rather the real problem is whether we can respond successfully to AI without either ignoring it or essentially begging the question against AI, when asserting that there is common-sense knowledge and the problem is to find a way of reconciling it with acceptance of AI.

			Hilary Kornblith, for example, has argued that contextualism of the sort offered by DeRose does not respond at all to what he calls “Full-Blooded Skepticism” of the radical sort he finds in Descartes, the sort that extends to the claim that nobody is even justified in believing anything about the external world or even that there is such a world. Rather, the new contextualism responds to the weaker “wholly trivial and uninteresting” form of skepticism which he calls “High Standards Skepticism” under which some beliefs are more rational or justified than others, although no beliefs are items of knowledge because the usual standards for knowledge are too high to satisfy. Refutation of this weaker and trivial form of skepticism is, Kornblith maintains, totally irrelevant to the real problem of skepticism, and even to epistemology in general, because this weaker form of skepticism is consistent with accepting very much of what nonskeptics affirm in terms of what is a rational belief and what beliefs should inform our rational actions (2000, 26–27). Refuting the weaker form of skepticism is to ignore the relevant and important form of skepticism, namely Full-Blooded Skepticism, of the sort people urge when appealing to AI. In all this, he asserts, he is merely amplifying more fully a position already adopted by Ernest Sosa (2000).

			For Kornblith, moreover, if we are to deal successfully with Full-Blooded Skepticism we need only appeal to externalism and thereby assert that

			The skeptic is simply mistaken in thinking that in a situation of the sort we ordinarily take ourselves to be in when looking at a table (in standard conditions with properly functioning perceptual and cognitive equipment) we are no better justified in believing that we are looking at a table than that we are looking at a toaster. (2000, 27)

			But there seem to be a few problems with this line of argumentation offered by Kornblith against a DeRose type of contextualism. Before proceeding to other critics of contextualism, it may be useful to turn briefly to examine some of what Kornblith has argued.

			To begin with, the contextualist might note that Kornblith’s defense of the view that DeRose’s contextualism is irrelevant to epistemology because it is a response to only High Standards Skepticism prompts some plausible objections. There is, for example, the problem that comes with saying, as Kornblith does, that even if High Standards Skepticism were true, it would be irrelevant to epistemology because the High Standards Skeptic will agree with us that there are degrees of justification, that some beliefs about the external world are more justifiable than their denials, and that we should believe and act upon some beliefs and not others. What is problematic here is that if High Standards Skepticism were true, it would be anything but irrelevant to epistemology. After all, if it were true, it would imply that the standards for knowledge can never be satisfied no matter what kind, or how much, evidence one might cite in favor of one’s beliefs. It certainly seems relevant to epistemology to urge that one can never know anything about the external world because one can never satisfy the high evidential standards of knowledge as we commonly understand it. If High Standards Skepticism were true, what would follow is that there is no knowledge and the most we can ever claim in behalf of our beliefs is that they are more or less justified relative to the bodies of evidence available and accessible at any given time. Of course, the Full-Blooded skeptic, as Kornblith describes her, may want to go on to make the stronger claim consistent with what we have described above as Global Strong Skepticism. But arguably, Full-Blooded Skepticism is not at all the most interesting form of skepticism because it is so readily refuted; one cannot even coherently argue for it because, if the conclusion were true, none of the premises for the conclusion would even be justified. If anything, it would the Full-Blooded form of skepticism, as Kornblith describes it, and that would be uninteresting because it is almost trivially false.

			Additionally, the suggestion that nothing much hangs on our accepting High Standards Skepticism because it is a trivial and uninteresting thesis, can find its roots only in the assumption that what is ultimately relevant for epistemology is merely whether we can distinguish degrees of epistemic justification among our beliefs, and by implication whether we have a decision procedure for determining which of our beliefs are more or less justified on the available and accessible evidence and hence which are thereby worthy of adoption and being acted upon. But if such a decision procedure is to have anything to do with attaining truth, we must have standards of evidence that are truth-conducive; and that is just what our High Standards Skeptic can be expected to deny in denying that however much evidence we have we will not attain to knowledge. So, Kornblith’s assumption that High Standards Skepticism, even if true, is irrelevant to epistemology rests not only in the unargued assumption that all that is relevant for epistemology is justified belief, but it rests also more deeply in the assumption that epistemology can have nothing to do with the attainment of truth and that hence any concept of knowledge that requires a demonstrably satisfiable truth condition is a vacuous concept. This latter conclusion carries with it a concept of ‘knowledge,’ then, under which it would be the case that either truth is not a necessary condition for any proper concept of knowledge, or that truth is to be construed fundamentally in terms of the degree to which one’s beliefs are more or less rationally justifiable on the available evidence which, given the denial of truth as a condition for knowledge, could not be assessed in terms of the real likelihood of attaining truth understood non-epistemically. And then, of course, there is the question of whether such a concept of knowledge (that is, construed purely in terms of justification) can avoid the sort of cultural relativism that we have come to identify with purely epistemic views, or the idealism that flows from the view that all knowledge is justification and that justification is purely mind-dependent.

			So, at the very least, it seems that High Standards Skepticism is anything but wholly trivial and irrelevant to epistemology. If it were true, what would follow is that only degrees of justification and our ability to determine when beliefs are more or less justified are relevant to epistemology. That would be simply to concede that High Standards Skepticism is true, that the standards of ‘knowledge’ cannot be attained, that if there is any knowledge it is ultimately only a matter of justified belief, or that truth is to be defined recursively in terms of justified belief (the highest attainable degree of justifiedness being coextensive with truth). It may be that High Standards Skepticism is true, but it seems quite problematic to say that if it were true, it would be a trivial and uninteresting thesis because the position amounts to an endorsement of the view that nothing more is relevant to epistemology than that we be able to show that some beliefs are more rational than others and hence worthy to accept and act upon.

			Moreover, there is the added problem of whether the distinction between High Standards Skepticism and Full-Blooded Skepticism is a distinction without a difference. After all, what exactly is the difference between saying “There is no knowledge of an external world because the high standards associated with knowledge can never be satisfied no matter what kind and how much evidence one might have” (High Standards Skepticism) and “There is no knowledge of an external world, because one can always be mistaken about what one claims to know, no matter what kind and how much evidence one might have” (Full-Blooded Skepticism). In terms of the essential claim made by each, namely that there is no knowledge because there is always some possibility of being mistaken in what one claims to know about an external world, the difference seems essentially and primarily terminological, at least with respect to the question of whether or not there is knowledge. If so, the suggestion 
that High Standards Skepticism is utterly trivial, uninteresting, and irrelevant to epistemology would apply with equal force to Full-Blooded Skepticism, when our question is simply a question of whether there is any knowledge. Ditto for the claim that DeRose’s contextualism offers a reply to High Standards Skepticism only but that the latter is a trivial, uninteresting, and irrelevant thesis not worthy of a response, whereas Full-Blooded Skepticism is philosophically interesting, historically important, and quite relevant to epistemology.

			Admittedly, there is a distinction between claiming that nobody is ever even justified in believing anything about the world and claiming that nobody knows anything about the world. The latter, unlike the former, could be true simply because while the subject is fully justified in believing that P, P could still be false (assuming that knowledge has a truth condition explicated non-epistemically). That nobody is even justified in believing anything about the world (global strong skepticism) is a considerably more difficult thesis to accept, since, as we have already argued, any argument for the thesis would presumably require at least justified beliefs; whereas the claim that nobody knows anything is at least not self-defeating unless one claims to know that the premises of the argument for such skepticism are known rather than simply more justified than their denials.

			Be that as it may, unless one has already decided on independent grounds that epistemology is only concerned with justified beliefs rather than knowledge, because knowledge, as we ordinarily understand it, can never be attained for some reason or other, what is relevant to epistemology is that both High-Standards Skepticism and Full-Blooded Skepticism deny that anybody can know anything about the world, but the reasons why each asserts that one could always be mistaken in what one claims to know about the world differ in that one allows that some beliefs are more justified than others while the other does not. The latter is certainly the more radical thesis, as Kornblith notes, but that surely does not imply that it is the more difficult to refute. It is, as we noted above, patently self-defeating, whereas the former is not. If so, the thesis that would be most relevant to epistemology would be the less radical, more moderate thesis. In which case it would be difficult to see how High Standards Skepticism is not more relevant to epistemology in general than Full-Blooded Skepticism as it would be presenting that form of skepticism that would be most likely to survive as an essential thesis about the limitations of human knowledge. But even then they are both relevant to epistemology simply because they both deny that anybody knows anything about the world and so each seeks to argue for the view that the concept of knowledge is vacuous. Given the ease with which one can refute Full-Blooded Skepticism, however, the more relevant of the two, High Standards Skepticism, would appear to be the weaker of the two as it is more likely to be less easily refuted.

			Finally, Kornblith asserts that DeRose has available to him an adequate response to Full-Blooded Skepticism in his commitment to externalism, but this response has nothing to do with DeRose’s contextualist response to the problem of skepticism. As Kornblith would have it, traditional externalism confronts and responds successfully to Full-Blooded Skepticism, whereas DeRose’s contextualism really has no work to do in responding to Full-Blooded Skepticism. He says:

			DeRose’s treatment of what he calls ‘the strength of one’s epistemic position’ is a familiar externalist account. On such a view the skeptic is simply mistaken when he claims that the conditions for knowledge cannot ever be fulfilled; he is mistaken in thinking that in a situation of the sort we ordinarily take ourselves to be in when looking at a table (in standard conditions with properly functioning perceptual and cognitive equipment) we are no better justified in believing that we are looking at a table than that we are looking at a toaster. . . . But it is important to recognize that it is the externalist part of DeRose’s view which is doing the work in combating Full-Blooded Skepticism. Contextualism does no work here. (2000, 4, emphasis added)

			In other words, the externalist responds to the Full-Blooded Skeptic with the assertion that the Full-Blooded Skeptic is simply mistaken in claiming that we do not know what we ordinarily take ourselves to know (in standard conditions with properly functioning cognitive equipment) since we are no better justified in believing that we are looking at a table than in believing that we are looking at a toaster —whatever the argument.

			To begin with, it is hard to see how this response is particularly externalist. It simply asserts that we know the Full-Blooded Skeptic is wrong: we are justified in what we believe from time to time. Period. No argument here against whatever the argument is supporting the Full-Blooded skeptic. This response is, moreover, perfectly consistent with an internalism of the sort offered by G. E. More who argued that we know without argument that the skeptic is mistaken because nothing the skeptic could offer by way of premises for his argument would be as obvious as the conclusion the skeptic seeks to refute. It is difficult to see how what Kornblith offers as the externalist response to the Full-Blooded Skeptic is any different from the response that G. E. Moore offers and certainly, if it is definitive of externalism, that one need never give reasons in order to be justified in what one claims to know, Moore would hardly see himself as offering anything by way of an externalist solution to the problem. In fact, the so-called externalist response here is not anything like a good response against our skeptic unless simply denying the conclusion and not looking at the argument counts as offering a reasoned response. In fact, this allegedly externalist response to the Full-Blooded Skeptic seems little more than a question-begging refusal to accept or examine the skeptic’s argument for the reason that we simply know in our hearts that no matter what he argues he must be wrong. Even if DeRose adopts something like an externalist theory of justification, it is unlikely that he would endorse this sort of a response as a justified one falling within the demands of a proper externalism.

			More fundamentally, it seems that Kornblith may be unclear about the nature of DeRose’s contextualism and just what it is supposed to do by way of a response to the arguments offered by Full-Blooded Skepticism. The problem confronted by contextualism of the sort DeRose defends is not simply the problem of responding to Full-Blooded Skepticism in a way that is consistent with accepting ordinary or common-sense knowledge. The problem is more properly how to show that the skeptic is right without abandoning the view that we have ordinary or common-sense knowledge. This showing is not achieved simply by asserting, without benefit of argumentation, that the conclusion offered by the skeptic is just obviously mistaken. It is done by granting the soundness of Full-Blooded Skepticism, but restricting its force to a context in which it is appropriate to demand of one’s evidence freedom from every possibility of error, and then allowing that we do have common-sense knowledge or ordinary knowledge simply because the claims of commonsense fall into a context of more relaxed standards of evidence for knowledge. In this way the strategy is to succeed in accepting the argument from AI (with the evidence from the BIV for the first premise) for Full-Blooded Skepticism without abandoning our commitment to the existence of ordinary or common-sense knowledge. Even if one does not accept the strategy for some reason or other, what is clear is that the contextualism offered by DeRose is indeed a response to the skeptic who denies that anybody knows anything about the world, or even that there is such a world. But the response consists in granting the soundness of the argument the skeptic offers when his argument is based on AI and the BIV as evidence for the first premise, but then restricting its soundness by way of what the conclusion asserts to contexts in which the standards for knowing are quite elevated so much as to require freedom from the logical possibility of error. Where the context differs by way of not requiring such elevated standards, as in ordinary contexts or common-sense contexts before the discussion of skeptical hypotheses, the claims of commonsense are sound. In this way, the contextualist sees the skeptic’s argument as sound, just as is the argument for the existence of ordinary or common-sense knowledge.

			So, even if we were to reject for some reason or other the contextualism proposed by DeRose to deal with the skeptical problem, it could not be because contextualism is not a response to the proper claims of the skeptic. The response consists in accepting the skeptic’s argument as sound but relegating its force to contexts where there is some need to eliminate the logical possibility of error as a condition of attaining the certainty that distinguishes knowledge from mere justified belief. It is as if the contextualist were saying that the skeptic’s argument works only if one adopts the strongest sense of ‘knows,’ but there is every good reason to think there is a weaker sense of ‘knows’ under which the argument does not work. This would not be to make the stronger claim, of course, that the first premise of AI is false because it endorses, by way of assumption without benefit of argumentation, a conception of knowledge sufficiently strong to render ordinary and scientific knowledge of the world impossible. If one begins with the belief that there is knowledge of the world, and that such knowledge is fallible and defeasible, the Cartesian assumption contained in the argumentation for the first premise of AI is precisely what one must reject if one is to avoid the global skepticism falling out of AI. Where the elimination of every conceivable possibility of error is necessary for knowledge, the skeptic is right. But where the context is such that it would be inappropriate to ask for such freedom from the possibility of error, then the skeptic is wrong and the claims of common sense and ordinary knowledge are sound.

			Accordingly, DeRose’s contextualism is indeed a response to the skepticism that emerges from the supposed soundness of AI based on BIV. But it does not, as some have asserted, simply beg the question against the argument by denying the conclusion without benefit of argumentation. It accepts the argument as sound but affirms that the conclusion will hold only where the context requires very high standards of evidence, standards sufficient for excluding even the logical possibility of error. It is allegedly a way of rendering consistent both the demands of global weak skepticism and our deepest instincts that we do have ordinary knowledge and common-sense knowledge. Again, it is anything but irrelevant to epistemology because, if it is right, we no longer need to think of skepticism as showing at best that unrestrictedly nobody knows anything about the world.

			B. The Sosa Critique

			Ernest Sosa also doubts that the new contextualism is particularly relevant to epistemology in general because contextualism typically replaces a given question relevant to traditional epistemology with one that is not. Traditional epistemology seeks to answer the basic questions about the nature, extent, and limits of human knowledge and justification, whereas contextualism seeks to answer questions about the correct application of phrases such as ‘X knows that P’ in ordinary or common-sense contexts, where the standards for knowing are more relaxed than they are in the seminar room or in journal publications (2000, 1–2). For Sosa, even if we did decide that knowledge attributions or ascriptions sometimes correctly apply in ordinary contexts under relaxed standards of evidence, it does not seem to have any direct relevance to answering the traditional question, which is not about whether such expressions as “Smith knows that P” are correctly applicable under certain relaxed standards of evidence. It’s about, rather, whether people can even know that there are hands, for example, and to respond that some people often utter truths when they say “I know that there are hands” is simply not answering the same question. The latter may be appropriate or relevant in philosophy of language or linguistics for understanding how people use the language and under what conditions they ordinarily ascribe knowledge under ordinary contexts; but it seems to avoid answering the core questions of epistemology (2000, 1–2, 6). So, for Sosa, it is hard to see the new contextualism as even offering a proper response to the basic problem of skepticism because it does not answer the question the skeptic raises.

			More pointed, for Sosa, if we want to solve the problem of skepticism, we need to examine directly the premises of AI, for example, and then assess the argument for soundness. The latter activity is presumably relevantly different than the activity of finding a way to show how skepticism based on AI can be accepted while consistently and simultaneously accepting our common-sense intuition that some people have ordinary or common-sense knowledge. The latter does not confront critically the problem of skepticism. Instead, it accepts fairly uncritically the soundness of AI and then seeks a way of showing how this conclusion is still logically consistent with our deeply intuitive belief in the existence of ordinary knowledge by restricting the domain of its application to contexts wherein the standards of evidence are more elevated (2000, 7, 14). Nor does it offer any reason for saying that we must, in spite of our acceptance of AI as a sound argument, continue to accept the Moorean position that we certainly do have ordinary knowledge, no matter what counterargument the skeptic raises.21

			Sosa does not claim, incidentally, that the new contextualism is not at all relevant to some main problem in epistemology. He thinks it is relevant in some attenuated way to the problem of skepticism and proposed solutions of the problem (2000, 10). After all, if contextualism were right in its professed solution to what it takes to be the skeptical puzzle or challenge, we could get the best of two worlds: we could fully agree with the soundness of AI and at the same time feel no particular compulsion thereby to abandon our deeply held intuitive belief that some people sometimes know something about the world. One of Sosa’s main points is that the new contextualism, as a general approach to epistemology, is not relevant to the general bulk of questions epistemologists ask but exists primarily to deal with the specific problem or puzzle of skepticism, as the new contextualist understands and formulates the puzzle or problem. Even so, Sosa also thinks a good Moorean case can be made to show that the proper response to AI is simply to reject the first premise of the argument and abandon the idea that the skepticism based on AI is somehow compelling (2000, 15). If Sosa is right in this general strategy of attacking the first premise of AI (and some of us think he is, although we may have different reasons for rejecting the first premise), the skeptical puzzle or problem as contextualists, such as DeRose, characterize it disappears and, with it, any need to solve the problem of reconciling a sound argument for skepticism with our belief in ordinary or common-sense knowledge. If that is so, contextualism departs the scene as a solution to the problem or puzzle of skepticism, and there does not seem to be much work left for contextualism to do by way of answering any of the questions traditionally asked by epistemologists. But what might the contextualist reply to these criticisms offered by Sosa?

			To begin with, the new contextualists may be tempted to object to Sosa’s initial claim that the DeRose-type contextualist response to skepticism is basically uninteresting because it is irrelevant to the questions traditional epistemologists engage in traditional epistemological activity. To the contrary, they may quite plausibly question Sosa’s point that contextualists seem to be more preoccupied with establishing the conditions under which it would be correct to apply such locutions as ‘X knows that P,’ rather than with answering the question of whether anybody has any knowledge, and under what conditions, if any, people have the knowledge they profess to have. It is not difficult to imagine the reply on the part of contextualists. If they even grant that the new contextualists substitute traditional questions with questions about what it is correct to say, they will simply deny that determining the conditions under which it is correct to say “Smith knows that he has hands” is fundamentally any different than asking whether or not Smith knows he has hands. For them, saying that Smith does indeed know that he has hands means no more, and no less, than that it would be correct to apply this sentence to Smith, that it is then true that Smith knows that he has hands. For contextualists it would be problematic to describe them as asking different questions than traditional epistemologists. The question of whether Smith knows that he has hands is indeed the same question, albeit in slightly different garb, of whether it would be correct, or true, to ascribe or apply this sentence “Smith knows that he has hands” to Smith under certain circumstances.

			Second, the contextualist might also take issue with Sosa’s claim that in order to solve the problem of skepticism we must directly examine the premises of AI and then test the argument for soundness; whereas the new contextualists do not seriously examine AI for soundness rather than simply accept it as sound and then reconstrue the residual problem of skepticism as one of determining or showing convincingly how we can accept AI and still consistently maintain our common-sense belief that we do have knowledge about this world. Sosa finds this a nonresponse to the traditional question, even something of a red herring. But the new contextualists can reply, as indeed some do, that they have indeed examined AI and the BIV (offered in support of the first premise of AI) and found, after serious reflection, that AI is sound. Under the circumstances, they did respond to the argument offered by skeptics by agreeing with them that the argument is sound; thereafter, the problem for the new contextualist is to try to explain how AI can be sound while simultaneously granting that we have ordinary, quotidian, or common-sense knowledge nonetheless. Differently stated, contextualists could respond to Sosa’s second point by saying, in effect, that they have indeed responded to the skeptic by accepting AI as a sound argument, but they still see a way to accept the soundness of AI and yet hold on to the common-sense belief that we do indeed have knowledge of this world. Admittedly, their response is not one that has for its purpose to show that AI is unsound. It is nonetheless a response to the skeptic, a response allowing contextualists to say that the lasting solution to the problem of skepticism is not to show that AI is unsound but rather to grant its soundness and then urge that it applies only when the standards for knowing are very elevated or just different from those that typically apply in quotidian, common-sense, or scientific contexts.

			Even so, in the end, for the reasons mentioned above when we examined the first premise of AI, it is difficult to see how the new contextualism will be able to argue successfully against Sosa’s basic point that when all the dust settles here, the first and proper response to AI is simply that the first premise is false and that a Moorean-like argument (one which undercuts the assumption in BIV to the effect that knowledge requires the preclusion of the logical possibility of error) can show as much. If so, then the problem with contextualism is just that it is an unacceptable response to global weak skepticism when the latter is funded by appeal to AI and when the first premise of AI is defended by appeal to BIV. Apart from that, the new contextualism would appear to have no other work to do in epistemology. From what we have seen above in the context of our discussion of the first premise of AI, it should be clear that on this latter point we can be in full agreement with Sosa’s basic position about what is the proper response to AI, and the generally Moorean approach he has in mind to demonstrate it. But, of course, this is a longer story than we can now explore.22

			C. The Feldman Critique

			Richard Feldman accepts the generally harmless view that ‘knows’ is a context sensitive term for the reason that in some contexts it applies and in others it does not. The same assertion can be known in one context but not in another. But he also agrees with Kornblith, Neta, and Sosa that the new contextualism has not properly confronted the problem of academic skepticism of the sort advanced under AI. He is disappointed that the contextualist response to skepticism seems to make no direct effort to show that AI is defective, as he believes that a good argument can be made that while one cannot directly demonstrate the reliability of sensory experience as a source of knowledge about the world, nevertheless there is a way of doing so by appeal to indirect evidence or inference to the best explanation (2001, 75–77). Although Feldman offers us other criticisms of contextualism, his main criticism, then, is that contextualism has not really responded critically to the force of the type of skepticism implied by AI and the evidence offered for AI.

			Also, while he agrees with the new contextualist’s claim that we have common-sense knowledge, he thinks they have no right to that view because they come to that view much too easily simply because they do not really confront the full force of the skepticism they also accept based on AI (2001, 67). Rather than confront the skeptical argument, they simply declare it irrelevant to the truth value of ordinary assertions using the word ‘knows.’ He also thinks that there are serious conflicts between the sort of skepticism urged by contextualist advocates of AI and the contextualists’ simultaneous ardent support of common-sense knowledge. For Feldman, efforts to minimize these conflicts lead to some of the problems we have already noted above.23

			Feldman further urges that he simply does not have the same intuition contextualists have in asserting the truth of the first premise of AI. He thinks he does know that he is not a brain in a vat, and if we just appeal to the facts we will see that there is no reason for thinking anybody has ever been a brain in a vat (2001, 14).

			In the end, given everything we have seen above, it seems initially difficult to object to Feldman’s basic claim to the effect that the contextualist has not really responded to the challenge of skepticism rather than rolled over and accepted AI as a sound argument. By implication, his affirmation that there is a deep conflict between accepting common-sense knowledge and the soundness of AI seems equally perceptive, if we understand it to be an assertion to the effect that one cannot accept AI as a sound argument and also accept common-sense knowledge, since the soundness of AI renders the assertion that there is common-sense knowledge a question-begging and incoherent move.

			Again, however, the new contextualist can be expected to respond that they have indeed responded to AI by thoughtfully accepting it, rather than rolling over and simply accepting AI as if the truth of its premises were simply a matter of unargued and unarguable intuition. They accept it as a sound argument, they can say. Another contextualist objection would be that Feldman has made no strong argument showing why skepticism, global weak skepticism, of the sort advanced by the advocates of AI, is false or even why AI is not a sound argument. They might remind him that it is not merely their intuition that the first premise of AI is true but rather the conclusion of a compelling argument we discussed above. Even so, given the other critical observations Feldman has made, he would nonetheless seem to have driven the same nail driven by others to the effect that the contextualist strategy is incoherent and afflicted with a disturbing question-begging move at the heart of the proposed solution to the problem of skepticism and, in so doing, offers a position that is self-defeating.

			D. The Klein Critique

			Peter Klein thinks that contextualism about knowledge attributions is true simply because it is “just one instance of the general truth that standards for the application of a term vary within a wide but non-arbitrary range according to the context of application” (2000, 109). But he hastens to add that the new contextualism sheds no light on the skeptical problem, the real skeptical problem, because it does not understand the nature of the dispute between the skeptic and the nonskeptic. Once we understand the nature of the dispute, he affirms, we will see that contextualism, in the sense in which it is true, offers no plausible solution to the real problem. For this latter reason we may readily classify Klein along with those who, like Kornblith, Sosa, and Feldman, think for various reasons that the new contextualism is essentially irrelevant as a response to the real nature of the real problem of skepticism (2000, 109; see part 3, n17). Moreover, like the others, Klein seeks to offer a refutation of AI by arguing that the first premise of AI is, in fact, false.

			For Klein, then, the nature of the dispute between the academic skeptic and the nonskeptic is basically that one asserts what the other denies as relevant evidence for the first premise of AI. The skeptic, according to Klein, asserts that the logical possibility of error is a relevant alternative we need to eliminate if we are to know, for example, that we are not brains in a vat. But the skeptic adds that this possibility of error we cannot eliminate; nothing can count as relevant evidence for knowing that one is not a brain in a vat as long as it is logically possible that one could be a brain in a vat. If that is so, nothing from any context whatsoever, even under the most lax standards of evidence, could possibly be relevant evidence for the nonskeptic’s position. The nonskeptic, however, responds that as long as there is no actual possibility that one is in error, that is in itself sufficient to eliminate all relevant alternatives, and the need for anything stronger is arbitrary. So, for Klein, the nature of the skeptical problem is fundamentally a dispute about what will count as relevant evidence (2000, 111–12) and less about how much of the relevant evidence one needs (2000, 111–12) or how high the standards should be for human knowledge. The new contextualism, Klein believes, can offer no enlightenment on this issue because it does not even address the issue, rather it simply assumes, without benefit of argumentation, that in some contexts certain relaxed standards will be sufficient for knowledge and in other contexts they will not be, when in fact the skeptic is arguing that in no context will there be sufficient relevant evidence for human knowledge (2000, 110; see also part 3, n17). Even if it were a dispute about how demanding the relevant evidence for knowledge should be, it would not be a dispute about whether it would make sense to say that somebody knows something or other in one context but would not know it in another. Put differently, according to Klein, it looks as if the new contextualists just do not understand the nature of the problem; and if they did, they could offer nothing particularly contextualist to solve it because contextualism in general would be a question-begging move against the skeptic’s position anyway.

			In the end, incidentally, Klein favors the anti-skeptic because he thinks that if there is no good reason for thinking that what one asserts might actually be false (rather than merely logically possibly false), asking for anything stronger as a requirement for knowing is arbitrary. Klein rejects academic skepticism based on AI because the truth of the first premise of AI would require that knowledge that P be inconsistent with the logical possibility of not P. He finds such a requirement an outrageous and unjustified assumption sufficient to show that the first premise is not true.24 How might a new contextualist respond to Klein’s position?

			To Klein’s core claim that the first premise of AI is false because it imposes arbitrarily an outrageously high standard of evidence for knowledge, we can expect the contextualists to respond that there is nothing at all arbitrary or outrageous in requiring for the truth of the first premise of AI freedom from the logical possibility of error. It merely reflects, they will say, the noncontroversial view that knowledge cannot be false or that a person cannot know what is possibly false, or that truth is a necessary condition for knowledge. Doubtless, this skeptical (contextualist) response will be reissued to all those who similarly argue that the problem with the first premise of AI is that it is simply false for imposing evidential requirements consistent with only the strongest possible sense of ‘knows’ when in fact paradigm cases of knowledge about the world do not require the elimination of that particular possibility of error, rather than a real possibility of error, described and explained above. For Klein, such a response would be a challenge to show at a deeper level that in fact there are two senses of ‘knows’ and that the skeptic begs the question arbitrarily in favor of the strong sense, when there is very good evidence that only the weaker sense has instances with regard to our knowledge about this world. In that case, Klein could avail himself of the insight that “I know I had a mother,” for example, is noncontroversially true and reflects correct usage, but it is certainly logically possible that I did not have a mother. I argued this thesis back a few pages, and so we have no need to rehearse that argument again. It is enough to note here that Klein has at his disposal a good counterreply to the first predictable response from the new contextualists to his argument for the falsity of the first premise of AI. In comparison, incidentally, the response in question seems considerably fuller and stronger that the one offered by Feldman to the effect that he just does not share the same intuitions with the contextualists with regard to that first premise of AI; and that also seems to be the punch in the response offered by Kornblith when affirming that the skeptic is simply mistaken in his belief that he is no more justified in believing that he is looking at a table than at a toaster. After all, the contextualist might well reply that his own acceptance of the first premise of AI is less a matter of unarguable appeal to intuition than it is a matter of reasoned acceptance based on the argument that knowing requires freedom from the logical possibility of error.

			In the end, fortunately, it seems interesting that when we scratch the surface of the respective anti-skeptical arguments offered by Kornblith, Sosa, Feldman, and Klein, we see that they clearly share the core belief that the first premise of AI is false. Although, as we have noted above, the new contextualist may respond pointedly to the relative merits of their differing arguments, it seems equally undeniable, for other reasons mentioned above in our first critique of AI, that the advocates of AI are indeed guilty of assuming, in the interest of advancing the truth of the first premise of AI, that knowledge about the world requires evidential standards that preclude the logical possibility of error, when in fact that assumption is arguably false for failing to represent what we actually mean by “X knows that P” in paradigm cases of common-sense or scientific knowledge.

			It seems equally difficult to reject the other main theme shared by the above critics of the new contextualism. In one way or another, they, like others, find that the new contextualism fails as a response to global weak skepticism based on AI because they find it is either irrelevant to the sort of skepticism espoused by the advocates of AI, or because it just does not understand what the proponents of AI are asserting. In either case, they believe that the result is a manifest instance of question begging against the force or AI because if AI were a sound argument it would be blatant question begging to then proceed as if the only real problem was to show how such a conclusion would be consistent with accepting common-sense knowledge.

			There are two other arguments against global weak skepticism. They both deserve examination, if only to underscore the asserted value of the above argument against the first premise of AI. The first argument is what we can call “The Argument from Asymmetry” against the first premise of AI. This argument has been proposed by several philosophers, most recently by Timothy Williamson. In the next section I shall endeavor to show that this general argument fails to undermine global weak skepticism based on AI, because it does not succeed in undermining the first premise if AI. The second argument is a different argument against global weak skepticism in that it seeks to show directly that global weak skepticism is just not as good an explanation of our common-sense experience as is the nonskeptical thesis. This latter argument feeds on the indeterminacy thesis and is offered by Jonathan Vogel. I shall urge, in the second section after the next, that it also fails to undermine global weak skepticism. Thereafter we will conclude with a few general comments, but not before rejecting the claim that the main argument offered in part 1 is actually, contrary to the intention of its author, probably the best argument in favor of global weak skepticism.

			EF

			6. The Asymmetry Objection 
to the Argument from Ignorance

			A. Williamson and the Asymmetry Objection

			Timothy Williamson’s basic reply to skepticism based on AI is also to reject the first premise, but for quite different reasons than we have seen above. Along with others (e.g., John McDowell 1998b; Robert Nozick 1981, 167–288, 176; part 3, n4; Christopher Peacock 1986, 127–52; and Crispin Wright 1992) he argues that the first premise of AI is based on the belief that as a BIV one would have no different evidence for one’s beliefs about the world than one would have if one were not a BIV.25 As we have seen, if this belief were true, then, according to the advocates of AI, one would therefore have no way of determining that one is not a BIV, because whatever evidence one might offer for not being a BIV is just the same evidence one would offer if one were a BIV, because in either case, whether one is a BIV or not, one’s sensory experience would be essentially the same. So, no matter what one’s evidence, one does not know that one is not a BIV. Accordingly, for the skeptic advancing AI, it’s the possibility that one is a BIV that we would need to eliminate in order to know that we are not BIVs and that, they say, is just what we cannot eliminate. But Williamson argues that the belief that one would have the same evidence in both cases (he calls them the good case and the bad case respectively) is false. He gives essentially two core arguments.

			The first argument rests on his claim, argued early in his book, that the skeptic’s argument is “impoverished” because the evidence the skeptic offers for it cannot plausibly or noncircularly be construed as knowledge; and it is essential that one’s evidence be something one knows. In fact, he thinks that the skeptic’s position ultimately comes to grief because the skeptic advancing AI has not refuted the equation of evidence with knowledge, as is evident in the skeptic’s insistence on luminosity.26 The success of this argument rests on our seeing that the skeptic’s demand on luminosity undermines the view that one’s evidence must be knowledge and, as a result, undermines the symmetry thesis so necessary for defending the first premise of AI. He says:

			The best argument for supposing that we have no more evidence in ordinary cases than in their skeptical counterparts trades on the false premise that the condition for being evidence is luminous. Since skeptics have not refuted the equation of evidence with knowledge, they are not entitled to assume that we have no more evidence in ordinary cases than in their skeptical counterparts, for on the view against which they are attempting to argue we do have more knowledge in ordinary cases than in their skeptical counterparts. (2000, 15)

			In a somewhat more direct response to the skeptic’s objection to requiring knowledge for evidence he also says:

			It constitutes an extensive but not unlimited ability to know without further acquisition of evidence whether something is part of our present evidence. To complain that we are not always in a position to know whether we know something is to bankrupt the notion of evidence, for only luminous conditions meet that more stringent constraint and luminous conditions are trivial. (2000, 15)

			He thinks, then, that what enables us to use knowledge as evidence is “our extensive but not unlimited ability to know without further observation whether we know something” (2000, 15) and later he says, as against the skeptic:

			The assumption that rational thinkers know what their evidence is (or are in a position to know what their evidence is) has implications for skeptical arguments. Non-skeptics postulate a special asymmetry between the good and the bad cases in the skeptical argument. . . . Skeptics try to undermine the asymmetry by claiming that the subject has exactly the same evidence in the two cases, but this claim is not obvious. We can argue from the premise that rational thinkers know what their evidence is to the conclusion that their evidence is the same in the two cases. That conclusion forces one into a phenomenal conception of evidence . . . but the premise that rational thinkers know what their evidence is leads by a parallel argument to a clearly false conclusion. . . . Rational thinkers are not always in a position to know what their evidence is; they are not always in a position to know what rationality requires of them. . . . These conclusions generalize to skeptical arguments in which the skeptic does not claim sameness of evidence between the good and bad cases. (2000, 164)

			The apparent elusiveness or subtlety of this argument is a function of its requiring that we see that the symmetry thesis fails because the skeptic has no right to assert that thesis, and he has no right to assert that thesis because, in affirming luminosity, the skeptic effectively denies the equation of evidence with knowledge. If this is not the general structure of the argument, it is difficult to see just what is at the core of this first argument.

			The second argument Williamson offers seems more accessible than the first. It appears in the following:

			The anti-skeptic claims that in the good case one can discriminate the good case, presented indexical as “my present case,” from the bad case, presented descriptively as “the bad case,” for that is just to know that in the good case one is not in the bad case. The skeptic claims that one cannot make that discrimination, but since that is in affect to claim that in the good case one cannot know that one is not in the bad case, ID indiscriminability is tantamount to the skeptic’s conclusion. The skeptic cannot use it as a premise without begging the question. . . . The skeptic typically insists that one has exactly the same evidence in both cases . . . the skeptic cannot simply stipulate that one has the same evidence in the good and bad cases. For the notion of evidence will serve the skeptic’s purposes only if it has non-trivial connections with other epistemic notions, such as the notion of knowledge. (2000, 168)

			That said, a little later he offers what seems to be the more positive reason for the failure of the symmetry thesis when he says:

			That one has the same evidence in both the good and bad cases is a severe constraint on the nature of evidence. It is inconsistent with the view that evidence consists of true propositions like those standardly offered as evidence for scientific theories. For example, the good case in which I see that the dial reads 0.407 corresponds to a bad case in which the dial does not read 0.407 but I hallucinate and it is consistent with everything I know that the dial reads 0.407. Since the proposition that the dial reads 0.407 is false in the bad case, it is not evidence in the bad case. If my evidence is the same in two cases, then that the dial reads 0.407 is not evidence in the good case.

			So, by implication, if the evidence is the same in both cases, the evidence is purely phenomenal and thus the argument for the first premise of AI would not work for a concept of evidence that requires of evidence that it be propositional and that it be true. Williamson takes it as uncontestable that evidence must be true to be evidence at all. What can we say about these two arguments against the symmetry hypothesis? In an effort to show that the second argument fails to be sound, and that that failure in itself is good reason to reject the first argument, let us then begin with the second argument first and then proceed to first argument last.

			Are there good grounds to reject Williamson’s second argument to the effect that the first premise of AI is false because the assumption necessary for its truth, namely that in both cases the evidence is the same, is false? The skeptic may well respond affirmatively urging that the evidence for the first premise of AI is not what critics, such as Williamson, say it is. In fact, they are at liberty to deny that the evidence is the same in both cases and still argue that one does not know that one is not a BIV. Stated somewhat differently, they may straightforwardly deny that the symmetry thesis, as described by Williamson and others, is assumed in the evidence offered for the first premise in AI. Instead, they might argue convincingly that the reason why one could never determine whether one is not a BIV is not that the evidence is the same in each case, but rather because if one were in either case one would have no reason to think that one is in any case other than the good case, and that would be simply because in either case one’s sensory experiences would, by stipulation, be the very same. After all, just as I have no reason to suppose that I am in fact a BIV, if I were a BIV I would still have no reason to suppose that I am a BIV, and this is a simple function of having, by stipulation, the same sensory experiences in both cases. But, as long as it is logically possible that I am a BIV, I do not know that I am not a BIV because my sensory experience is consistent with both, even though there is nothing about my sensory experience that would allow me to suppose that I am in any case but the good case. In other words, for the skeptic I need never say that in both cases I would have the same evidence, and that is the reason why I could not determine which case I am in. I could not determine which case I am in simply because in whatever case I would be, I would have no reason even to suppose that I am not a BIV. It would be less a matter of having the same evidence for believing that one does not know that one is not a BIV than it is to affirm that, on the basis of one’s sensory experience in either case, one would have no evidence warranting the belief that one is a BIV, nor any evidence warranting the belief that one is not a BIV, and hence by implication, given the logical possibility that one is a BIV, one would not know that one is not a BIV.

			Better yet, the skeptic can also respond to the symmetry thesis in the following fashion. Suppose you were a BIV and had the experience of being asked “How do you know that you are not a BIV?” Given that you would have the very same sensory experiences one would have if one were not a BIV, you would presumably respond (as would one who thinks he is not a BIV) that you have no reason at all to suppose that you are a BIV. Similarly, if one were in the real world and not a BIV, then one would give the same response to that question. In each case the evidence one gives, or what one offers as evidence, will be the same. Indeed, no matter what world one is in, one can offer as evidence nothing other than what one would offer to answer the same question if one were in the other world. It follows that whatever one offers as evidence will be the same in each world and so, from the internalist position, one would have no way to show that one is not a BIV. Notice, however, that the premise “You do not know that you are not a BIV” follows not from the fact that any evidence one would give, if one were a BIV, would be the same evidence offered by someone not a BIV. Rather it follows from the fact that what gets offered as evidence will be the same. By definition, it cannot be the case that the evidence is the same in each case, because in the BIV world (like the Cartesian Dream World) all beliefs about the world are undetectably false, whereas in the real world at least some beliefs offered about the external world are presumably true. In this way, then, we can expect the skeptic to respond that those attacking the first premise of AI on the basis that it assumes the false proposition that the evidence one offers for not being a BIV is in each world the same evidence is just a strawman. The truth of AI does not require that the evidence be the same in each world; it only requires that we believe that in each world what gets offered as evidence is the same. The truth of the first premise only requires that one’s sensory experiences be the same in each world and that therefore in each world one would have no reason to suppose from one’s sensory experience at all that one is a BIV. In short, what gets offered as evidence in each world is the same, but that does not make it the same evidence. This is because, after all, in the BIV world all beliefs are false and so everything offered as evidence in such a world will be false and, if we suppose along with Williamson and others (as we may), that evidence must by definition be true, then what is offered as evidence in the vat world cannot be evidence at all, so it cannot, a fortiori, be the same evidence that is offered in the other world where supposedly what is offered as evidence is at least sometimes true and, hence, genuine evidence rather than something merely offered as evidence. Again, it is not the same evidence in each case although, to be sure, what one offers as evidence in each case is the same; and one needs no more than that to argue successfully that one has no way to determine whether one is not a BIV and, hence, cannot know that one is not a BIV, since one has no option but to submit as evidence the same propositions in each case.

			If this reasoning is correct, then it would seem to cast a dark shadow over the first core argument offered above by Williamson, because that argument explicitly asserts that the first premise of AI is committed to the symmetry claim and that that claim is false. But if what we have just argued is so, namely that the first premise of AI does not assume the truth of the symmetry thesis, then the first argument fails for misrepresenting the argument that is (according to the skeptic) sound but does not presuppose the symmetry thesis in the way indicated, although undeniably what one would offer as evidence in each case would be the same. Indeed, if what we have just argued is correct, any argument mounted against the first premise of AI based on the claim that that premise assumes that the evidence in each case is the same will constitute a strawman assault on the first premise of AI.

			In addition, with regard to the first core argument, remember that one of the reasons given therein is that, since the skeptic has not refuted the equation of evidence with knowledge, he is not entitled to assume that we have no more evidence in either case. Apart from the fact that, as we just saw, the skeptic can deny that his defense of the first premise of AI requires that the evidence be the same in both cases, one might protest that the skeptic position is indeed an effort to refute the equation of evidence with knowledge by showing that the first premise of AI is true and for that he does not need to assume that the evidence is the same in each case.

			Whether this response to those who, like Williamson and McDowell, believe that the first premise of AI is wrong for assuming that one’s evidence in each case is the same will be sufficient to protect the skeptic’s belief in the acceptability of the first premise of AI remains to be seen. At any rate, it seems that this is a response available to the skeptic. But, in the end, for the other reasons urged above, those most notably rooting in the basic belief that we must eliminate the logical possibility of error as a relevant alternative to any valid knowledge claim about the world, the first premise of that argument will turn out to be false or insufficiently supported to warrant the claim that it is true.

			Finally, it should be clear that my earlier effort above to refute AI as the canonical or paradigm argument for skepticism does not presuppose the abandonment of our ordinary or non-epistemic conception of truth in the way argued above. Otherwise it would be open to the charge of vicious circularity with regard to the force of the main argument in part I because the premises for that main argument assumed that one can refute AI without assuming the conclusion for which that assumption was needed as a premise. The main argument assumed, as part of the evidence for the Non-vacuity Principle, that AI could not be a sound argument. Hopefully, we have now seen that AI is not a sound argument, and we did not need to assume the conclusion of the main argument to show as much. We only needed to show that, given what we ordinarily mean by ‘knows that,’ it would not be a necessary condition on propositional knowledge that we eliminate the logical possibility of error as a relevant alternative to any presumptively valid knowledge claim about this world.

			We may turn now to another general effort to show that global weak skepticism is false. As we observed a few pages back, this is an interesting argument because it is also an argument seeking to show that AI is unsound for the reason that the first premise of AI is false. It is an argument to the effect that the non-skeptical hypothesis better explains our common-sense experience than does its denial in global weak skepticism. If this argument is right, then of course the first premise of AI would be false. But, as we shall soon see, the argument, as well as any close relative to it, does not succeed. This result moves us toward the conclusion that if AI is unsound, as we have argued above, there does not appear to be any better argument on the horizon to refute global weak skepticism independently of the need to refute AI.

			EF

			7. Global Weak Skepticism as 
an Inference to the Best Explanation

			A. The Vogel Argument

			For those who think that the best way to deal with the problem of global weak skepticism in the face of the failure of contextualism to solve the problem of skepticism, nothing short of a direct examination of the premises of AI will do, and apart from the one we offered above, and apart from those who will seek to abandon the principle of closure (we will not discuss that option), we have the above thesis that skepticism fails for just not being any more justified than its denial as an inference to the best explanation for our sensory experiences. We have said above why one ought to abandon this approach to assessing the force of AI.

			We asserted that the best available argument for the view that nobody knows anything about the world, in the ordinary sense of ‘knows,’ is AI. But acceptance of AI assumes a concept of knowledge which is Platonic and Cartesian in its demand for evidence that precludes the logical possibility of error. Such a requirement for knowledge is too strong to reflect the ordinary knowledge we unhesitatingly ascribe to ourselves and others. Given our ordinary usage, we ‘know’ many things even when it is obvious that what we know is consistent with the logical possibility of error.

			There are, of course, other critics of global weak skepticism who argue that, quite independently of examining the premises of AI, we can reject global weak skepticism because no matter what the argument for global weak skepticism, the position will fail because, as an alternative to our common-sense view, it simply does not explain or account for our sensory experience as well as the common-sense hypothesis. For these critics, the choice between the two hypotheses seeking to explain or account for our sensory experiences is not at all unlike the problem of having to determine between two competing hypotheses or theories that seem to fit the data equally well: the choice in the end must come down to selecting the one that provides the best overall explanation, or fit, on the data. On this score they might, for example, argue that the common-sense hypothesis is simpler or explains better why certain observed objects appear to have the properties they do.

			Jonathan Vogel, for example, has recently argued that global weak skepticism, based on the BIV or Descartes’ Dream Argument, has its roots in the underdetermination of theory by evidence and is just not the best available explanation of our sensory experience. The common-sense, antiskeptical, hypothesis is simply a better explanation. For Vogel, in fact, the common-sense theory is a better explanation because it is simpler and accommodates better our common experience of things having the property of location. So then the principle of inference to the best explanation does not then support the skeptical thesis or license the choice of skepticism over common-sense theory (1990).

			More specifically, for Vogel, since we make reference to the locations of objects in giving various everyday explanations, location properties are part of the explanatory apparatus of everyday or real-world common-sense explanations. The explanatory structure offered in BIV is meant to duplicate the structure offered in common sense. But, according to Vogel, BIV will ascribe different pseudo locations to things it posits, and when this happens BIV suffers a loss in either simplicity or explanatory power. The point is that the skeptical hypothesis cannot as easily assign location properties to physical objects as we do in common sense; it needs a rule why there cannot be any assignment of one object to two distinct pseudo locations (1990, 666). Vogel says:

			In skeptical hypotheses, some other property (e.g. a magnetic property or a mental property) is supposed to substitute for the spatial property of being located at a particular place. As we have seen, further explanation is then needed to establish why these properties, which are not genuine location properties, behave as though they were. It seems that this sort of difficulty will attach to skeptical hypotheses generally, giving us good reasons to reject them. (1990, 666)

			He concludes that the specious character of the explanations the skeptic offers is immediately apparent, that they come across as contrived or unduly indirect, and this is the reason why we justifiably reject skepticism as a doctrine (2000, 666). Is this as good a refutation, or even a better refutation, of global weak skepticism than the one that takes AI as the strongest argument for global weak skepticism and seeks to show the first premise of AI false?

			Probably not. It is doubtful that the global weak skeptic will, or should, take seriously this general type of counterargument to his position. He simply does not see himself as offering anything like an alternative theory that explains our sensory experience better than, or as well as, the theory of common sense and so should not be criticized for failing to offer a theory that explains better our sensory experience than does common sense. Better yet, the global weak skeptic, arguing from AI and the BIV, sees herself as asserting that any explanation that anyone might offer to establish anything at all about this world will fail, as would any argument, to provide a known conclusion, as long as one cannot exclude the logical possibility of its denial. And for her, given that ‘knows’ is an absolute term, the BIV shows that one can never know anything about this world.

			In response to Vogel’s general strategy to refute global weak skepticism for its failing to provide the better explanation of our sensory experience than common sense, our skeptic responds that she is not offering a theory about anything rather than a simple argument that no theories or arguments about anything can provide us with any knowledge, although some may be more justified than others.

			But perhaps the antiskeptic may feel tempted to reply here that, whether intended or not as an explanation of our sensory experience, the antiskeptical hypothesis is in fact more justified than the skeptical hypothesis, because the common-sense hypothesis offers us, for some reason such as that offered by Vogel about pseudo-location properties, a better explanation of our sensory experience. If so, we should expect our skeptic to respond that the force of the BIV is precisely that no one explanation or account of our sensory experience is any more justified as a source of knowledge than its denial, as our sensory experience would be precisely the same under each hypothesis. Alternatively put, before we even begin to assess whether common sense is a better explanation of our sensory experience than the skeptical hypothesis advanced by the global weak skeptic, we must confront the question of the soundness of BIV. For our global weak skeptic, the only way to undermine her argument is to show that the first premise of AI is unacceptable; but this she thinks cannot be done as long as we can see that under the BIV it will be forever logically possible for one to be mistaken in what one claims about the world; and until one can argue plausibly that knowledge does not require freedom from the logical possibility of error, nobody knows anything about this world.

			We have now seen that global weak skepticism is unacceptable, and that was the assumption we promised to show in part I when we argued that the only theory of truth consistent with a nonskeptical epistemology is one that ultimately needs to adopt the Principle of Non-vacuity. The response introduced at that time to that argument was that such a position assumed that global weak skepticism is unacceptable, but that such skepticism may in fact obtain. In examining and refuting global weak skepticism on independent grounds, I have now discharged the original objection and so keep the promise made previously to establish the assumption involved. There is no good argument showing that nobody ever knows anything about the world, and the best argument offered to date, the one based on AI, is simply unsound, because the first premise is false. Somebody sometimes knows something about this world.

			EF

			8. Is the Global Skepticism Here 
Refuted Implied by the Main Argument?

			A. The Main Problem and Future Prospects

			Finally, there may be a lingering objection to the effect that if, as has been argued above, global weak skepticism is unjustifiable, then the very same argument should be leveled against the implications of the main argument offered in part I. After all, so the objection might go, the main argument in fact is a defense of global weak skepticism; it’s just not based on AI. The main argument asserts that nobody knows anything about the world in the ordinary sense of ‘knows,’ because the ordinary sense of ‘knows’ presupposes a truth condition construed or explicated non-epistemically and that such a condition cannot be demonstrably satisfied—thereby leading to the view that nobody knows anything about the world because knowledge as it is usually and ordinarily understood requires a truth condition so explicated. Is there a reply to this would-be objection?

			The reply to this possible objection seems clear enough. For the proponents of the main argument offered in part I, it will indeed follow that nobody can know anything about the world in the ordinary sense of ‘knows’ where we understand the ordinary sense of ‘knows’ to embrace a truth condition explicated non-epistemically. But I have been arguing that we ought to redefine the concept of truth epistemically just to avoid global weak skepticism because we know that such skepticism is arguably unacceptable. For all the reasons urged above, the sort of skepticism implied by global weak skepticism flies in the face of the facts that we generally credit others with knowing what they claim to know just in case we have eliminated relevant alternative likelihoods of error and thereby have attained a high probability of truth as we ordinarily understand it, even when we have not eliminated the logical possibility of error. This implies that there is indeed knowledge about the world and that this knowledge reflects our ordinary usage since the latter implies the existence of knowledge with a great deal of evidence consistent with the logical possibility of error. Nor does this latter position deny truth as a necessary condition of knowledge; it simply redefines it in epistemic terms, not only to avoid the claim that nobody knows anything at all about the world but also to reflect the fact that the knowledge we do have of the world falls under that sense of ‘knows’ that requires of us a very high degree of probability on the evidence that what we assert to be the case is the case. When we say we know many things about this world, we can only mean, given that we cannot ever exclude the logical possibility of error, that these beliefs are fully robustly justified by all the accepted standards currently in place, and if we are careful we will say that this sort of knowledge that we have requires that we construe the truth of what we know in terms very epistemic. So the global weak skepticism that is refuted above is not the same creature implied by acceptance of the main argument above. The global weak skepticism implied by endorsing the main argument asserts that there are no instances of a concept of knowledge that requires truth understood non-epistemically. That still leaves us with knowledge about the world where knowledge has a truth condition we can, and do, construe in suitable epistemic terms, and where there is no need to exclude the logical possibility of error in order to know. As we have seen, given ordinary and scientific usage, this latter concept of knowledge captures pretty much what we ordinarily and scientifically mean by ‘knows’ when the certainty requisite for knowing does not require precluding the logical possibility of error.

		

	


	
		
			Conclusion: Blind 
Realism and Truth

		

		
			1. The Main Problem and Future Prospects

			Where then does all the above leave us? Does it leave us with the view that there must be some knowledge that we cannot successfully characterize in terms of having a satisfiable truth condition construed non-epistemically? Or rather is it more precise to say that it leaves us with the view that there is no knowledge at all about this world because, as we ordinarily construe it, knowledge requires truth understood non-epistemically? And if it leaves us with the former, do we characterize that knowledge simply in terms of beliefs highly likely to be true in the non-epistemic sense relative to accessible evidence at any time, or should we require knowledge to be true but then reconstrue truth epistemically for the simple reason that non-epistemic theories of truth fail us in our darkest hour to serve our deepest intuition that we must know something from time to time simply because the denial leads to an indefensible global weak skepticism?

			Clearly, we are not at liberty, given the main argument in part I, to characterize knowledge in terms of propositions demonstrably true in the non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ This then leaves us with two options. On the one hand, in the name of avoiding a pernicious and indefensible skepticism, we may assert that there is knowledge and that what one knows must be true, but the truth of what one knows is simply a matter of truth construed epistemically because there are no demonstrable instances of truth construed alethically or non-epistemically. Some philosophers have argued, incidentally, that that is in fact just what we do mean by ‘knows,’ and others have argued, along with Carnap, that that is what we ought to mean by ‘knows’ if we are to use the term at all successfully.1

			On the other hand, we may assert that there is knowledge but that knowledge does not require truth construed alethically rather than in terms of highly probable belief relative to accessible evidence and allowing for precise predictions of our sensory experience. Under this option we simply drop the truth condition since what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ has no demonstrable instance in propositions about this world; but in so abandoning alethic truth we lose little because it has no demonstrable instances anyway, and the need for predicting precisely our sensory experience does not require as much. As one might suspect, there are pros and cons with each option.

			For example, with respect to the first option, we have seen above that there are no good reasons for rejecting a suitably characterized conception of epistemic truth which, unlike any alethic conception of truth, indeed does satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle. So, if we must have a theory of truth, the first option seems quite acceptable. But certainly the first option will seem problematic for advancing a ‘theory’ of truth under which what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ has no demonstrable instances in propositions about this world. What makes that problematic is, inter alia, that it seems so counterintuitive to think that that sense of ‘true’ has no demonstrable instances even if in fact it has nondemonstrable instances simply because we have very strong evidence in our long-term predictive success that there must be some instances of alethic truth.2 But of course if the main argument in part I is allowed to do its work, the counter-intuitivity of this conclusion should dissipate. That at least is my cherished hope.

			Certainly too, with respect to the second option, there does not seem to be anything wrong with rejecting the need for a theory of truth as part of a theory of knowledge if, as we ordinarily conceive of it, we have no demonstrable instances of a proposition true in its ordinary alethic sense. Why would abandoning truth as we ordinarily understand it, as a condition for knowledge, and then subsequently redefining knowledge simply in terms of highly probable or justified belief be less acceptable than keeping knowledge and reconstruing it with a truth condition explicated epistemically? Of course, that strategy could appear counterintuitive to those whose intuitions side with the view that there is a world of difference between knowing and having beliefs highly likely to be true alethically. But then again, if the main argument in part I is allowed to do its work, this problem should also disappear, taking with it the intuition behind it.

			Does it make any real difference which option we take? Does it make any difference whether we give up on knowledge about this world altogether (for want of a demonstrably satisfiable truth condition construed alethically) and seek instead beliefs highly likely or probably true in the alethic sense if the latter option allows us precise predictions of our sensory experiences, or whether we hold on to the view that we know something or other, but that knowing is ultimately a matter of having true beliefs construed epistemically in terms of having beliefs we think highly likely to be true in the alethic sense—even though there are no propositions demonstrably true alethically?

			Certainly for those who, like Carnap and Reichenbach, think our primary cognitive goal is to predict precisely and successfully our sensory experience, it would not seem to make much difference at all whether we call the propositions that allow us to do it true alethically or true epistemically or items of real knowledge or items of highly justified belief. Historically, on the other hand, many have chosen to call highly likely belief knowledge because we can say meaningfully things such as:

			I know I was not born yesterday; and there is nothing linguistically wrong with saying so, as it cannot be false that I was not born yesterday although, to be sure, it is only in the end a highly probable belief.

			For them, we ordinarily use expressions such as “X knows that P,” just in case X has sufficient evidence for believing that P to robustly warrant the claim that X cannot be wrong about that belief in terms of high probability. So, if we were to abandon non-epistemic or alethic truth (and knowledge with a non-epistemic or alethic truth condition) and settle for highly probable belief, it might clean up a good deal of confusion in epistemology, but it could also fail to reflect the deeper logic of our ordinary usage, under which it seems perfectly sensible to say, “I know I was not born yesterday, and while my belief that I was not born yesterday is only a matter of very high probability, I cannot be wrong about that, and so it must be true.” To this, of course, we might reply that a deep respect for the logic of ordinary usage has its virtues, but it might also lead us to see that the way we ordinarily speak may be in need of revision if only to avoid the pitfalls of misinterpreting what we ordinarily mean by certain locutions or of misconstruing what we ordinarily think based on ordinary usage with what we ought to think after reflection. Produced by the need to predict our sensory experience, language is, after all, our baby to shape and rear wherever possible to the end that we can live with it, and it with us and the world in the world.

			In short, it is difficult at this point to say whether we should select the first rather than the second option. Certainly, from some basic point of view we may even have the feeling that there really is no substantive difference between the two options outlined. After all, the important point in all this is that we recognize, as both options do, that no matter how well our belief that P may be justified, it does not follow that that belief is a demonstrable instance of the non-epistemic or alethic characterization of truth, and if we require as much in the name of requiring the satisfaction of a truth condition for human knowledge about this world, then there is no knowledge about this world.

			EF

			2. Blind Realism and the Non-Vacuity Objection

			If the Principle of Non-vacuity is justified solely by appeal to the semantic doctrine that we cannot know what a term or phrase means unless we can sometimes reliably determine which objects fall within its extensional domain (assuming that some accessible objects do), then it would seem that the same semantic principle cuts equally against the Blind Realist’s assertion that some of our beliefs or assertions about the external world, including the theoretical ones, are correct descriptions, although we have no reliable decision procedure for determining which among all our robustly confirmed beliefs or assertions about the world are those that succeed in correctly describing it. After all, under the same semantic doctrine, the sentence

			X does not know what ‘true’ means if X cannot at least sometimes pick out reliably which sentences are true rather than very likely to be true

			seems to imply the sentence

			A person does not know what “sentence that succeeds in correctly describing the world” means if he cannot at least sometimes pick out reliably which sentences are those that do succeed rather than those that are very likely to so succeed.

			But of course this latter sentence cannot be implied by the former under the same semantic doctrine if one has already argued (as we have), by inference to the best available explanation, that there must be some such sentences even though we have no reliable decision procedure to justifiably pick them out at any given time from among all those that are robustly confirmed. But under the Non-vacuity Principle we are simply not allowed to call them true although, to be sure, they reflect our ordinary non-epistemic sense of true. The first sentence, we have urged, is robustly supported and acceptable, the second is not. So, in spite of the fact that the semantic argument for the Non-vacuity Principle would render ‘true’ vacuous if one can only establish the probability of truth, it would not follow that the same semantic position would render every sentences in the language vacuous just because we cannot establish the truth, rather than the high probability thereof, of any particular sentence. What else we said with respect to this same objection back in part I still holds when applied to Blind Realism. We need not rehearse those comments here.

			In any event, if this response to the above objection to Blind Realism does not succeed, we should not forget that in arguing for the Non-vacuity Principle we also saw that even if ‘true’ were meaningful as a predicate when one could not reliably determine the truth of any belief or assertion, the Non-vacuity Principle would survive as a constraint on any proposed theory of truth simply because if one had a theory of truth, but had no criterion or test for determining reliably which propositions or assertions were true, rather than very likely to be true, then one would not have a good theory of truth. We do not have a good theory of truth if the theory we have forces us to say that we know what ‘true’ means but we have absolutely no way of reliably determining which sentences in our language are true. This was noted earlier when making the claim that even if one did know what ‘true’ means while not being able to determine which sentences are true in one’s language, nonetheless one would then have a seriously impoverished theory of truth for the reasons indicated above.

			EF

			3. Does Blind Realism 
Presuppose Non-Epistemic Truth?

			Another similar objection to Blind Realism might emerge here. It is this.

			Blind Realism asserts that there are some essentially correct descriptions of the external world nestled among all our robustly confirmed beliefs. But we have no reliable decision procedure for determining which among all our robustly confirmed beliefs are the correct descriptions, rather than those very likely to be correct. If this claim is more epistemically justified than its denial, then it seems to be affirming that indeed some propositions are true (in the ordinary non-epistemic sense) but nobody knows that they are true. If so, contrary to what is implied by the main argument back in part I, Blind Realism is committed to the radically non-epistemic conception of truth if only to explicate the nature of the blindness involved. After all, isn’t this just another way of saying that no matter how splendid one’s evidence may be for P, one cannot eliminate the possibility of not P? If so, how does this differ from the core disquotational belief or non-epistemic conception of truth?

			The response here seems straightforward enough. When we say that some of our beliefs must be correct descriptions of the external world, we may say that that is what we ordinarily mean by ‘true.’ But after the main argument it should be clear that describing truth in that way is no longer viable. From the viewpoint of both an adequate theory of truth and of a non-skeptical epistemology, what we mean ordinarily by ‘true’ is vacuous. In other words, after the main argument in part I, just because a sentence would be a correct description of something in the world is no reason for calling it ‘true’—unless one could in principle determine which sentences are in fact true in our ordinary sense of ‘true.’ In the absence of having a reliable decision procedure for determining which sentences are ‘true’ in its ordinary sense we need then to conclude that that concept of truth is vacuous or meaningless. But we can still argue that there are such sentences (sentences that succeed in essentially correctly describing the external world) in our language because we are fully warranted in asserting as much even though we are equally fully warranted in asserting that we have no reliable method for determining which sentences among all those that are robustly confirmed succeed in correctly describing the world. Accordingly, we have not argued that some P is true but nobody knows that P. We have only argued that some sentences are correct descriptions but nobody knows which they are among all those that we are robustly confirmed in believing to be correct descriptions although, paradoxically enough, knowledge is basically fully warrantedly assertible belief, defeasible to the core. The paradox is softened with the observation that although knowledge is a matter of fully warrantedly assertible belief, we are fully warranted in asserting that some of our fully warrantedly assertible beliefs are not essentially correct descriptions, and then again some are. I submit that there is no contradiction here, unless one has already decided to accept some variant of the non-epistemic theory of truth.

			EF

			4. The Fitch Objection

			Can we now know (or be fully warranted in believing) that some proposition is very probably true without knowing that some proposition is ‘true’ in the standard non-epistemic sense of ‘true?’ Mr. Fitch has suggested that we cannot (Fitch 1963); and it might seem plausible to conclude, therefore, that Blind Realism for this reason must indeed commit itself to believing in true propositions as traditionally defined in order to explicate the epistemic conception of truth it advances, as the latter leans heavily on the concept of justification in terms of beliefs that are very likely to be true.3

			We have already examined this objection earlier in two places. But it will do no harm to repeat some of that discussion. Advocates of non-epistemic theories have argued that the way we explain the replacement of one theory by another is to say, for example, that the ancients did not really know that X because it was not true that X, although they were justified in sincerely believing that X. So advocates of non-epistemic theories of truth admit that a proposition or assertion can be very likely to be true, but not true—otherwise there is no plausible explanation for the truth-value revision of strong knowledge claims thought to be items of knowledge, but replaced later by appeal to evidence not available at the earlier time. One can say sensibly then that no proposition need be true for any proposition to be very likely to be true. Again, in order to be completely justified in believing that X, we only need to believe sincerely that X is very likely to be true in the non-epistemic sense; but that does not require belief in the actual existence of ‘true’ propositions in the non-epistemic sense rather than that one sincerely believes that there are such propositions.

			Predictably, one follow-up question is whether anybody can sincerely believe that there are true propositions in the non-epistemic sense, when in fact we have argued propositions so construed are vacuous and do not admit ever of any demonstrable instances. Sincerity would seem to require the belief that there could not ever be any true propositions, and that hence the concept of justification should end up, a la Rorty, defined in terms of what our contemporary group allows us to get away with, and just forget all about defining justification in terms of what people sincerely believe to be true non-epistemically. As tempting as this may sound, there still appears to be strong evidence for thinking that some of our beliefs at any time succeed in correctly describing what they purport to be describing, and for that reason we are justified in believing that some of our completely justified beliefs succeed in correctly describing the external world. In that sense, of course, Fitch was right in thinking that the concept of probable truth presupposes the existence of some propositions that succeed in correctly describing the world. But we need to add that such propositions can be called ‘true” only at one’s peril simply because we have no decision procedure for determining which beliefs, propositions, or assertions have that property, although we know that some do and that we are fully authorized in asserting of each and every robustly confirmed belief that it does. Doubtless, the water here is murky, and there is much more to be said about this. But the essential point would be that we need not believe in the existence of ‘true’ beliefs, non-epistemically 
explicated, simply to make sense of the concept of justification construed in terms of evidence that renders a belief very likely to be ‘true’ in the non-epistemic sense. We can, and often do, sincerely believe that there are true propositions in the non-epistemic sense, even when there are no such decidable propositions, because we are justified in believing that our strongly justified beliefs are basically correct descriptions of an external world. That would be enough to provide for a meaningful concept of justification, requiring of us only that we provide supremely convincing but defeasible evidence for what we believe to be the case.

		

	


	
		
			Notes

		

		
			Part I Notes

			1. Rudolf Carnap, “Truth and Confirmation,” in H. Feigl and R. Sellars, eds. (1949, 119–27). Speaking of Carnap’s imperfect knowledge and its implication for attaining truth, as commonly conceived, James Fetzer said:

			Since it is always a mistake to confuse truth with confirmation, however, perhaps the absence of such truth conditions from the present explication might best be explained as follows: The conception of knowledge as having to be true, necessarily affords an idealized standard, relative to which our accepted beliefs must be subjected to appraisal. For if our beliefs are true then their consequences cannot be false; and if our beliefs are inconsistent, then they cannot possibly be all true. The evidence at our disposal at any specific time, of course, is inevitably fragmentary and incomplete, and by no means is it guaranteed to be true. Thus let us embrace Carnap’s (1949) distinction between perfect and imperfect knowledge, where perfect knowledge cannot possibly be weakened or refuted by any future experience; then we must admit, at least with respect to all empirical knowledge—that imperfect knowledge is the best we can have. Yet imperfect knowledge is not sufficient to determine with absolute assurance the truth or the falsity of any belief about ourselves and the world around us. Apparently the risk of error is the price of scientific knowledge. (1981, 15)

			As we shall see, Fetzer’s conclusion here is somewhat understated. The construal of truth in terms of correspondence and simultaneously also as a mere idealization in human knowledge arguably generates a higher price to pay for imperfect knowledge than merely the risk of error. We also lose the ability to show that any of our empirical beliefs, however well confirmed at any time, are in fact true alethically or non-epistemically. That the price we must pay to avoid such skepticism need not amount to confusing and conflating truth with confirmation, however (see 37 ff below, n23 and n44).

			Among others who have explicitly defended the same Carnapian distinction see also, for example, Jakko Hintikka (1970, 141–66), Nicholas Rescher (1973), and James Fetzer (1981).

			2. See “The Greatest Logical Positivist,” by Hilary Putnam (1994a, 269). See also Putnam, “Logical Positivism and Intentionality” (1994b, 95), where Putnam asserts that for Carnap, “The whole purpose of cognition is prediction.” Presumably this means that even questions about the adequacy of the ideal language, even if justified pragmatically, are indirectly for the purpose of authorizing an ideal language for prediction. Unfortunately, Putnam does not provide a suitable text to justify the claim that for Carnap the whole purpose, rather than, say, the primary purpose, of cognition is prediction. But certainly Carnap often claims that the decision to accept a “thing language” is a function of expedience, fruitfulness, and conduciveness to the aims for which the language is intended, where fruitfulness is usually understood in terms of the predictive power of the language adopted for producing precise predictions of sensory experience. See Rudoloph Carnap, “Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology,” as it appears in Rorty (1967, 72, 74a, 77, 83b.) See also the author’s “Carnap and Quine on Empiricism” (1997).

			3. On this point, I accept the opinion and argument offered by Crispin Wright that nothing is lost by paraphrasing the correspondence platitude “‘P’ is true if and only if ‘P’ corresponds to the facts” to capture the platitude “‘P’ is true if and only if things are as ‘P’ says they are.” He notes too that for much the same reason Horwich has argued that his own brand of deflationism easily accommodates the “correspondence aspect” of truth that in all its deflated splendor amounts to nothing more than an endorsement of the platitude at the heart of Tarski’s T-biconditionals or the Disquotational Schema (DS). Wright has argued further that all species of deflationism, outside of redundancy or elimination theories, we can paraphrase and reduce to his (Wright’s) minimalism, which amounts to nothing more than an affirmation of the platitude at the heart of correspondence reflecting the content of DS and its implication to the effect that a statement, proposition or belief is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. In other words, there can be no objection to grouping classical and nonclassical deflationisms, along with minimalisms, and correspondence theories under the core platitude entrenched in Tarski’s T-biconditionals or DS because they all endorse the view or platitude that a sentence, proposition, phrase, or belief is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. Suitably deflated to reflect the platitude at the heart of DS, I think we can group all deflationist (with the exception of strict eliminationist and redundancy theories), disquotationalist, and minimalist conceptions under what we usually mean by correspondence or alethic, or non-epistemic conceptions of truth. They are all endorsements of the radically non-epistemic view that it is necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P. For much the same point see Wright (1992, 25–27, 34–35); Horwich (1990, 111–12; 2001, 149–65); and Hawthorne and Oppy (1997, 171).

			4. Donald Davidson apparently endorsed, at least indirectly, some form of this Non-vacuity Principle when he criticized Tarski’s account of truth for its giving us a formal theory of truth while at the same time failing to show how truth is to be predicated of empirical phenomena such as utterances, states of belief, and inscriptions (1996, 276–77; 1990, 287ff). Gottlob Frege adopted the same principle when he argued that, however fluid, concepts must have sharp boundaries, meaning thereby, that it must be possible with any particular concept to determine whether anything falls under it. He said:

			A definition of a concept (of a possible predicate) must be complete, it must unambiguously determine, as regards any object, whether or not it falls under that concept. . . . We may express this metaphorically as follows: A concept must have sharp boundaries. (Translations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege, eds. Peter Geach and Max Black [New York: Philosophical Library, 1952], 159, as cited in Michael Lynch [1998, 57])

			Similarly, Michael Lynch, following Wittgenstein, takes Frege to be asserting that one possesses, or grasps, a concept only when one can correctly apply it successfully and know how to apply it in all future cases (1998, 57). Presumably, for Frege, by implication, if one could not sometimes reliably pick out which sentences are true in one’s language, then one would not be said to have the concept of truth, or to grasp the concept of truth.

			For other reasoned endorsements of both the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle in semantics; see, for example, John Pollock (1974, 12–15, 247n18); Michael Dummett (1977, xx, 262, 374–75); “Truth” as cited in George Pitcher (1964, 109, and see 116ff below); William Alston (1996, 251); John McDowell (1998a, 322); Crispin Wright (1992, 4; 1986a, 80–81, 275–76, 278, 305). See also part II, n54 and n59.

			5. The strongest skeptical position to adopt is that nobody is ever even justified in believing that some proposition is true; the weaker form of global skepticism asserts that while nobody knows, or can know, which propositions are true, nonetheless we may have a justified belief as to which propositions are true. The former is stronger because it denies any rational basis for justifiably believing that any proposition is even likely to be true. The latter is weaker because it allows that even if one never knows which propositions are true, nonetheless one can be justified in believing that certain ones are true. See Richard Fumerton (1995, 29–30).

			6. For an earlier and much less developed explication and defense of these two principles, see the author’s “Vacuous Truth” (1990, 1–19).

			7. For an interesting discussion on the implications of this particular feature of correspondence theories of truth, see, for example, Pascal Engel, “The False Modesty of the Identity Theory of Truth” (2001, 441–58; and in Truth, 2007).

			8. On this note, for example, William Alston, in explicating the alethic or correspondence theory of truth as the realist conception of truth, has said:

			I have been presenting the realist conception of truth as if it were an important, exciting, and controversial philosophical position. But, you may suppose, it is nothing but a miserable truism that no one in his right mind would deny. What could be more obvious than that it is true that there are books in my study if and only if there are books in my study?

			The basic point is this. What it takes to make a statement true on a realist conception is the actual obtaining of what is claimed to obtain in making that statement. If what is stated is that grass is green, then it is grass’s being green that is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of the statement. Nothing else is relevant to its truth value (1996, 6)

			For essentially the same point, see also, for example, Simon Blackburn (1984, 247–48; 2005).

			 9. See The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941).

			10. See Richard Kirkham (1992) and Scott Soames, “What is a Theory of Truth?” (1981, 411–21). Kirkham argues, incidentally, that Tarski clearly thought his semantic definition of truth was in fact a reflection of Aristotle’s insight and that, as such, it reflected a minimally adequate material condition for any proposed definition of truth in any artificial language. Tarski also thought that what was expressed in his and Aristotle’s definition was in fact the essence of the correspondence theory. In his own eyes, Tarski certainly thought he was a correspondence theorist (1992, 411).

			Donald Davidson, Hartry Field, Karl Popper, John Mackie, and John Searle have agreed with Kirkham that Tarski certainly thought that in offering his T-schema (DS) he was simply capturing the intuition at the heart of the correspondence theory and that derived from Aristotle’s celebrated characterization of truth. See Alfred Tarski (1944, 341–75, esp. 360); Karl Popper (1965, 274); Donald Davidson (1990, 288–91; “True to the Facts”  1984) ; Hartry Field (1972, 347–75); John Searle (1992, 202). In “The Structure and Content of Truth,” however, Davidson no longer sees theories of the sort Tarski proposed as correspondence theories of a sort. He made the same point somewhat earlier in “Afterthoughts” in Malichowski, ed., Reading Rorty (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 120–38. And in “The Folly of Trying the Define Truth,” he asserts, unfortunately, that neither Tarski nor Aristotle should be thought of as providing support for the correspondence theory of truth, because neither of them introduce into their explications entities like “facts” or “states of affairs” for sentences to correspond to (1996, 268; see also “Response to Donald Davidson” for Rorty’s last view on the matter [2000, 21]).

			John Searle, however, thinks it obvious that the T-schema proposed by Tarski in defining the concept of truth is implicitly an effective representation of the correspondence theory of truth and should not be taken as a simple disquotation theory distinct from the correspondence theory of truth. Searle shows how the correspondence theory of truth is a natural consequence of the disquotation criterion, or the T-schema. For Searle, under the correspondence theory, a statement is true if and only if the statement P corresponds to a fact. On the disquotational theory, for any sentence S used to make a statement P, S is true if and only if P. Searle asserts that these two criteria of truth at bottom are the same, because “if the sentence quoted at the left-hand side of the T sentence is true, then it is true because it corresponds to the fact stated on the right-hand side” (1995, 208).

			Searle goes on to argue that for these reasons the disquotational theory should not be taken to support a redundancy or deflationary theory of truth, the theory that there really is no property or relation denoted by ‘true,’ as a number of philosophers have done. For Searle, the disquotational schema (Tarski’s T-schema) only appears to support the redundancy or deflationary theory, and for that reason it is sometimes supposed to be inconsistent with the correspondence theory of truth. On Searle’s construal, then, we cannot accept the disquotational schema or the T-schema without accepting the correspondence theory that is implicitly contained therein, as Tarski also thought when he formulated the T-schema in an effort to capture the correspondence intuition offered by Aristotle in his famous dictum.

			Incidentally, Tarski himself said:

			We regard the truth of a sentence as its “corresponding with reality.” (1936, 404; “The Establishment of Scientific Semantics,” as translated in Tarski, Logic, Semantics and Mathematics, 2nd ed., rans. J. H.Woodger [Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983], 401–8)

			and elsewhere in “The Semantic Conception of Truth” as Kirkham notes on p. 170) he says that he aims “to catch hold of an old notion” (1944, 13; page references here refer to Linsky [1952, 13–49]). To Kirkham’s question “What old notion?”Kirkham cites Tarski’s answer:

			I shall be concerned exclusively with grasping the intentions which are contained in the so-called classical conception of truth (“true—corresponding with reality”) in contrast, for example with the utilitarian conception (“true—in a certain respect useful) (“The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages,” 1933, 153; and cited in Tarski 1983, 152–278);

			and

			We should like our definition to do justice to the intuitions which adhere to the classical Aristotelian conception of truth—intuitions which find their expression in the well-known words of Aristotle’s Metaphysics:

			To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, or of what is not that it is not is true.

			. . . We could perhaps express this conception by means of the familiar formula:

			The truth of a sentence consists in its agreement with (or correspondence to) reality.

			(For a theory of truth that is to be based upon the latter formulation the term “correspondence theory” has been suggested.) We could possibly use for the same purpose the following phrase:

			A sentence is true if it designates an existing state of affairs (Tarski’s italics, as quoted in Kirkham, 170).

			I agree with Tarski, Popper, Mackie, Kirkham, Field, early Davidson, and Searle that we should take the T-schema offered by Tarski as the intended expression of the correspondence conception of truth and that in fact it is not a formula inconsistent with the correspondence theory or alethic theory of truth, rather it is one that explicates the core nature of the correspondence or alethic or any generalized non-epistemic conception of truth. Kirkham makes the point that it appears that Tarski thought himself to be offering a more precise formulation of correspondence theory than was available, and in so doing he was capturing what Aristotle had intended in that oft-quoted passage in The Metaphysics.

			11. Some philosophers who defend alethic theories of truth sometimes urge that alethic theories are relevantly distinct from correspondence theories. In urging that distinction, they seek to preserve the basic Aristotelian formula (also reflected in Tarski’s semantic definition) without having to defend the correspondence theory against the presence of predictable objections to correspondence theories. William Alston, for example, has characterized the alethic theory of truth as an “incohate correspondence theory,” distinct somewhat from classical correspondence theory in that alethic theory, at least Alston’s alethic theory, need not develop a theory of propositions in order to explain or define the concept of correspondence and thereby capture the way in which propositions “correspond” to reality (1996, 27ff). Arguably, however, any alleged differences between alethic and correspondence theories of truth are inessential. Both theories assert the same fundamental platitude captured in the schema:

			(P) the proposition that P is true iff P.

			or (t){ t is true iff (Ex)[(tRx) and (x obtains)]}

			or “P” is true iff P.

			Both theories press the essential point in asserting that a proposition, belief, or assertion is true if and only if what the proposition asserts to be the case is the case. With regard to this essential point, it is by no means clear that a correspondence theorist must develop and defend a theory of propositions any more than alethic theorists (or deflationists or disquotationalists or minimalists, who accept the Tarski definition and the claim that it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of a proposition that what it asserts to be the case is the case) must do the same. Presumably, both alethic and correspondence theorists (along with those disquotationalists, deflationists, and minimalists just mentioned) need only explicate the nature of “correspondence” between language and what it purportedly describes in true propositions by appeal to the schema just noted above. For these reasons, Alston’s reservations notwithstanding, we will, as noted above, and in the interest of brevity, henceforth use “alethic theory” and “correspondence theory” interchangeably, along with “true alethically” and “true in terms of correspondence”; and whatever we urge by way of criticism of correspondence theories will apply with equal force to alethic theories (and the just-mentioned disquotationalists, deflationists, and minimalist theories) and vice versa.

			In Understanding Truth (1999), incidentally, Scott Soames argues that there is an important difference between Tarski’s conception of truth expressed in the semantic definition and our ordinary conception of truth (chp. 8, pp. 128–39, n12). But he does not say in what that difference consists. Of course, Tarski did not claim his definition was intended for natural languages, but he certainly claimed that the intuition captured in the semantic definition was the correspondence intuition advanced by Aristotle and, hence, happily claimed it as reflecting our ordinary alethic conception of truth. In the absence of the liar paradoxes, of course, Tarski would have thought the definition would be generally adequate for any language—natural or artificial—and that accounts for his oft-noted reluctance to claim that the semantic definition was more than a “partial definition.” But he did think that even as a partial definition, or a material condition of adequacy necessary for any proposed general definition, it nonetheless fixed or captured what Aristotle meant and what we mean ordinarily by “true.”

			Later I shall say something more about the Liar Paradox(es) because even supposing one could write a system of logic after the manner proposed by Gupta and Belnap in The Revision Theory of Truth that avoided or undermined the formal implications of the Liar so that Tarski’s definition could be accepted as a general definition of truth for any language (rather than a partial definition), the point of the main argument below is that the concept of truth, as we ordinarily understand it, would still be meaningless under The Principles on Non-Vacuity and Reliability. So even if we could formally or informally put the Liar Paradoxes to bed, so to speak, by freeing our ordinary concept of truth of any contradictory or unacceptable circular implications, there would still be commanding reasons to reject the non-epistemic construal of truth as either a part of good theory of truth or as a necessary condition for knowledge. For an interesting proposed solution to the Liar Paradoxes and why, by implication, Tarski’s proposed definition can be extended to natural language, see Anil Gupta and Nuel Belnap’s fine Revision Theory of Truth (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996, chs 1, 3, and 7), also discussed below 111ff. See also Patrick Greenough’s excellent piece, “Free Assumptions and The Liar Paradox,” in American Philosophical Quarterly 36, no. 2 (2001).

			12. In motivating his deflationary conception of truth, in which ‘true’ purportedly does not function to describe or pick out any significant or interesting property of beliefs or propositions, Horwich has asserted that because the concept of correspondence has never been well explicated, nobody has ever satisfactorily articulated just what the correspondence theory essentially asserts and, hence, the theory remains objectionably obscure. He does not take too seriously the possibility that the correspondence theorist might mean nothing more by the correspondence conception of truth than just what is asserted in Tarski’s disquotational schema, which Horwich accepts as reflecting essentially our ordinary meaning of ‘true.’ With regard to this point, Crispin Wright has noted that Horwich thinks there is a “correspondence aspect” to the concept of truth. Wright goes on to argue that Horwich’s position reduces to his (Wright’s) brand of minimalism that consists in affirming platitudinously the content of Tarski’s definition in affirming simply that a proposition is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case (see n4 above). Wright thinks all defensible deflationary concepts reduce in the end to a defensible minimalism affirming the content of DS and so reduce also to a deflated or minimalist conception of correspondence. Wright and Horwich share that minimalist inspiration, but Wright sees that as co-extensive with adopting the core of correspondence suitably deflated as reflected by Tarski’s DS (1992, 510). Even so, Wright objects seriously to the common deflationist attitude (adopted by Horwich, among others) that ‘true’ is merely a disquotational or logical device allowing us to assert certain sentences or a collection of sentences we would not otherwise be able to assert directly, there being no substantive or real property referred to by ‘true’ (1999, 211ff). So, for Horwich, the idea of predicating truth as a property of statements just when they correspond with reality would render the theory vague beyond repair. Like others, Horwich thinks that nobody has yet explained how it is that language corresponds to facts and without such an explanation the theory remains hopelessly vague. (See “Theories of Truth,” in A Companion to Epistemology, eds. Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa [1992, 510]; and Truth [1990, 1–14].

			13. More specifically: “To say that a statement is true, is to say that things are as in it, they are stated to be . . . to say that a statement is true is to say that whatever in the making of the statement is stated to obtain does obtain” (J. L. Mackie 1973, 50; 1972). Some people have suggested that Mackie’s characterization is simply an instance of a minimalist or deflationary conception of truth, and it seems clear that Mackie himself would not have had any difficulty in accepting that claim, if one sees deflationism and minimalism as expressions of the platitudinous content of correspondence without the troublesome references to ‘facts’ and ‘correspondence.’ Mackie also thought of his paraphrase as simply an alternative way of explicating the metaphor at the heart of the correspondence conception of truth expressed in Aristotle’s formula. Among those who think Aristotle and Mackie were offering a minimalist or deflationary view on truth (i.e., the view that ‘true’ describes no real property because saying that a statement is true is really not doing anything more interesting than asserting or endorsing the sentence) rather than a deflated correspondence theory of truth, see, for example, Marian David (1994, 5) and Paul Horwich, “Theories of Truth” (1992, 509ff). Simon Blackburn seems to have adopted the same view with regard to Aristotle’s dictum when he asserts that Aristotle’s dictum is a “harmless platitude common to all views of truth, and that a correspondence theory is distinctive in holding that the notion of correspondence and fact can be sufficiently developed to make the platitude into an interesting theory” (Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy 1996, 85). Arguably, however, Aristotle’s dictum is not a harmless platitude common to all views of truth. Warranted assertibility theories of truth, for example, can be satisfied without satisfying it or capturing the basic platitude contained therein. Under Aristotle’s dictum, propositions, utterances, or beliefs will be true if and only if what they assert to be the case is the case; and that is the core of the correspondence theory, alethic theory, deflationist theory, minimalist theory, prosentential theory, and disquotational theory—a core not shared by epistemic theories or nonsubstantive theories of truth. Blackburn is quite right, of course, if we construe theories of truth as essentially involved in characterizing what we ordinarily mean by ‘true.’ But, as we shall see, that might well be to beg the question against Dummett’s views. As we shall see, this is why, when all the terminological dust settles, it seems so easy to believe that there are only two distinct substantive theories of truth: non-epistemic and epistemic, those asserting essentially that a statement, assertion, sentence, or belief is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case, and those that deny it in asserting that truth either consists in, or is the product of, reliable ways of thinking and sensitivity to justificatory procedures.

			14. See, for example, Richard Kirkham (1992, 31ff). Also, William Alston, A Realist Conception of Truth (1996). Alston offers the generalization: (p) The proposition that p is true if p (28). Alston is careful to note, however, that this is not a definition of the classical type, and he later characterizes the generalization as a kind of “explanation” of the meaning of “true,” a generalization that does not seek to reduce ‘true’ to terms at a more fundamental level (29). Unlike Tarski, moreover, Alston is trying to explain (or characterize) the realist’s conception of truth for natural language.

			15. See McDowell (1994, 27). See also Alston (1996, 5).

			16. See Alston (1996, 203, chp. 3). See also Dummett’s claim to the effect that it is essential to realism that truth be specified in terms of a transcendental truth condition, that a proposition can be true without our knowing or believing it is so, and without our being able to determine that it is so (1978, 145–65; 1973, chp. 13), and that no matter how much evidence we have at any time for any proposition it could still be false. For a similar characterization, see John McDowell, “Mathematical Platonism and Dummettian Anti-realism,” as cited by Paul Horwich in Truth, Meaning, Knowledge and Truth (1999, 355); and Timothy Williamson, in Knowledge and its Limits (2000, 17).

			17. For discussion of McDowell’s objection, see below on 103.

			18. See, for example, William Alston (1996, 204, chapter 3); Richard Kirkham (1992, 8, 106, 112); Scott Soames (1999, 31ff); Nicholas Rescher (1973); Laurence Bonjour (1985, 7–8, 171). Indeed, if correspondence or alethic theorists were to require something more than evidence rendering one’s belief very likely to be true, then their evidence condition for knowledge would require that one’s evidence be entailing. Such Platonism with regard to knowledge about the world is generally much too strong, and insisting upon it to determine whether certain beliefs are true would be a guarantee of skepticism.

			19. For this reason, incidentally, what some people have called “The Identity Theory of Truth,” a theory asserting that there is a strict identity between the true proposition and the state of affairs described in the proposition, comes to ruin. See, for example, Pascal Engel, “The False Modesty of the Identity Theory of Truth” (2001, 441–58); and his Truth (2007).

			20. Marian David has argued (1994) that the correspondence theory of truth does not of itself guarantee or assume realism understood as a relation between language and an independently given world. He says:

			The correspondence definition is sometimes interpreted as a statement of metaphysical realism, that is, the thesis that reality (or most of reality) is independent from consciousness. This interpretation betrays a confusion. Even though the “fact-correspondence idiom” is somewhat suggestive of realism, this suggestion can be canceled without inconsistency: an anti-realist may embrace the definition and add the thesis that all facts are mental, or mind-dependent facts. (18, n2)

			Kirkham agrees and notes that philosophers such as McTaggart and Green argued that truth is a matter of correspondence with the facts and the all facts are mental in nature (1992, 134).

			21. See Clark Glymour (1980); John Earman (1992); Sam Mitchell (1995, 62, 241–60); and Paul Horwich (1983). See also this author’s comments rejecting this thesis, (1998, 154–59).

			22. For related material and a fuller discussion on proposed decision procedures for determining which beliefs are true in the correspondence or alethic sense, see the author’s “Vacuous Truth,” Synthese 85 (December 1990): 507–24.

			Incidentally, to the interesting objection raised by Steven Rieber, that we are just much smarter than the ancients and for that reason less likely to make big mistakes about what the world is like, we can reply that the ancients can be presumed to have said the same about their ancestors also.

			23. See William Alston (1996, chapter 4). For a discussion of this same objection, see Richard Schmitt (1995, 84ff, 24). Of course, interestingly enough, if the correspondence or alethic theory does in fact require the need for such a comparison, then Alston’s argument is in effect an argument against the correspondence or alethic theory rather than a defense of it against a misconstrual of what correspondence or alethic theory requires. See also Donald Davidson (1990, 302), who also cites Otto Neurath (“Protokollsatze,” Erkenntnis 3 [1932–33]: 204–14); and Carl Hempel (1935, 49–59) for voicing the common complaint that the correspondence theory cannot succeed in the proposed comparison for the reason that any such attempt will only end up with more beliefs. In a later paper, incidentally, Hempel withdrew the verificationist conception of truth offered in “The Logical Positivist’s Theory of Truth”(1935) for the stated reason that he came to realize he had confused the concept of truth with the criterion for truth. Some philosophers, such as John McDowell, have also argued that we do have unmediated knowledge of the world in perception. But it by no means follows that we need to make some sort of comparison between the facts and language in order to determine which perceptual beliefs are true. We see the truth immediately without having to make any any comparison to determine whether our beliefs correspond to the facts. See his “Mathematical Platonism and Dummettian Anti-Realism” (1998d, 357ff); and “Anti-Realism and the Epistemology of Understanding” (1998c, 322ff); and “Knowledge and the Internal” (1995; 1998, 407, n18). For a critique of McDowell’s thesis see below on 34ff. and in n37. 

			24. See Michael Dummett (1978, 338).

			25. Nor can we successfully construe reliance on the Non-vacuity Principle as an instance of relying on an old and discredited verificationist theory of meaning. See discussion below on 34–36, and n41 below.

			26. See, for example, Larry Laudan’s defense of this view (1990; and in Illka Niiniluoto 1980, 446); and Wilfrid Sellar’s defense of the same thesis (1963, 197–244).

			27. We may distinguish between truth-value indeterminate statements and truth-value indeterminable statements. I hold that at no time can we determine justifiably which among all our robustly confirmed and highly probable statements in natural science are true. But I also hold that we know, in the only sense of ‘knows’ that has any demonstrable instances, that some of our beliefs in natural science, even some theoretical ones, are correct descriptions of an independently given world. In other words, given what people ordinarily mean by ‘true,’ some of our robustly confirmed beliefs in science are true, or assume, or imply, statements that are true. However, because we cannot justifiably say which statements are true in the ordinary sense of “true,” our ordinary concept of truth cannot serve the purpose of an adequate epistemology, and so should be abandoned as such along with abandoning it as a necessary condition for knowledge.

			28. For a fuller critique of this particular argument, see this author’s Blind Realism (1992, chp. 4).

			29. See also Davidson, “The Structure and Content of Truth,” Journal of Philosophy 87, no. 6 (1990): 279–328; Brandom, “Truth Rehabilitated” (2000, 65–80).

			30. For Rorty’s acceptance of Davidson’s position, see his response to Davidson in Brandom (2000, 77ff) and his response to Ramberg in Brandom (2000, 370–78, esp. 378).

			31. For further textual evidence of Davidson’s rejection of any epistemic characterization of truth, see n40; and Brandom (2000, 66, 67).

			32. Incidentally, Rorty and Davidson deny that they have a theory of truth in any abundant sense of “theory,” and so would probably see themselves as simply accepting the skeptical implications of our main argument based on the claim that knowledge traditionally requires an ability to determine which of our beliefs are true non-epistemically (rather than as running a modus tollens with some promised argument for the failure of any interesting form of skepticism) while arguing that it is sheer folly even to try to define or analyze truth (although we can be sure that any epistemic sense will be wrong), and that, in any case, most of our beliefs about the world must be true in some non-epistemic sense although we have no reliable way to determine which are true. But all this certainly seems to be a theory of truth. In fact, they are telling us that we must accept as a proper minimal characterization of ‘true’ what most people mean by a non-epistemic concept or explication of truth (without accepting correspondence or representationalist analyses of truth as instances of non-epistemic senses of ‘true’), that we have no way of knowing which of our beliefs are true in this non-epistemic sense rather than well justified, and that most of our beliefs, in any case, are true in some non-epistemic sense about the world. It seems arbitrary to say that all this is not a “theory of truth.” Indeed, it tells us:

			1 what we should mean by ‘true,’ at least to the extent that it adopts a non-epistemic stance by advancing the cautionary sense of ‘true’ (“justified, but maybe not true”) as the only ineliminable sense of ‘true’;

			2. that we should abandon all hope of successfully analyzing or defining the concept (although it cannot be analyzed epistemically);

			3. that the meaning of ‘true’ is understood as a primitive;

			4. that most of our beliefs about the anything in world at any given time must be true non-epistemically even though at any given time we cannot know which of our beliefs are true;

			5. that it is pointless therefore to take seriously truth as a cognitive goal rather than justification relativized to current standards of justification in contemporary audiences; and

			6. that the point of learning and education is not to attain truth as a goal of inquiry rather than political consensus or solidarity on shared social values.

			On reflection (1–6) seems to be a quite a bit to say and defend about the nature of truth, especially for somebody like Rorty who agrees with Horwich that the concept of truth is essentially uninteresting. Indeed, it certainly seems to be a theory in no thin sense simply in virtue of the fact that it asserts so much on what truth is, or on how we should and should not understand it, how we apprehend the meaning of “true,” what we can and cannot say about it, and the degree to which our beliefs can and cannot be true in the desirable sense, and what the implications of this story are relative to the nature of human rationality, the object of cognition, and what counts as education. Why not call it a theory of truth? It would be interesting of course if either of them had argued, as so many others have, that there is no theory of truth because, as the Liar Paradoxes have shown, there can be no general definition of truth satisfying the formal constraints of a generally good definition, and so we can only have what Tarski thought was a “partial” definition of truth, meaning thereby a material condition of adequacy for any proposed definition suitable for both natural and artificial languages. But that is not the reason either of them offers for the indefinability of truth. And even if they had, then, as Gupta and Belnap have argued (1993), that would not be a sufficient reason for thinking we could not have a theory of truth.

			32. See Horwich’s paper, “The Value of Truth” (Chicago APA meeting, May 2002, presently unpublished), for his endorsement to the effect that we are obviously pretty successful in picking out true sentences and that, in fact, we often succeed at this. See also the author’s Blind Realism (1992, chapter 4) for discussion on this item.

			33. Davidson’s reply to the Horwich endorsement that it is obvious that we succeed in picking out some true sentences is presently unpublished.

			34. Akeel Bilgrami, “Is Truth a Goal of Inquiry?: Rorty and Davidson on Truth,” in Brandom (2000, 242–61, esp. 247).

			35. The main argument also differs from the argument offered by Rorty and Davidson in that the main argument is consistent with Blind Realism that (1) we know that there is an external world and (2) some of our beliefs are correct descriptions of that world.

			36. See also n4 above.

			37. In “Truth Rehabilitated,” incidentally, Davidson reminds us that we are not able to grasp the point of Tarski’s definition of “true-in-L,” that is, we cannot recognize that such a predicate is a truth predicate unless we already grasp the (undefined) general concept of truth (Brandom 2000, 70). Naturally, one cannot determine whether any proposed definition, clarification, or explication of truth is correct without knowing antecedently just what ‘true’ means in some undefined primitive grasping of the concept.

			It is then an interesting question as to whether at a deeper level we can be said to grasp the undefined basic concept of truth without having antecedently successfully picked out some true propositions capturing what it is that all true propositions have in common and in virtue of which we understand them to be true. If the answer to this question is no, then we end up in a vicious circle in which we need to grasp the meaning of ‘true’ in order to characterize, define, or explicate just what it is that ‘true’ means and, at the same time, cannot do that without having successfully picked out some true sentences, which one cannot do without antecedently grasping just what ‘true’ means. If the answer is yes, however, then, while we avoid the vicious circle, we seemingly end up with something very similar to the position McDowell and others have adopted to the effect that, from time to time, one simply sees unmediatedly that something is so, and we then call such propositions ‘true.’ There is a welcome simplicity to McDowell’s position, in addition to its avoiding the vicious circle mentioned. Moreover, we need not seek to answer how it is that we sometimes just see that something or other is so. We just do, and that is where we start. Even so, however, there is then the abiding problem of how we are to show, in the presence of honest doubt, that we have in fact seen how things are with respect to any particular claim based on the way things look. And it is not simply that there is a logical possibility of error associated with any perceptual claim asserting how things are on the basis of how they look; there is always some real probability of error, based on the frequent failures of past perceptual claims even on the part of those who were as sensitively positioned as one might reasonably demand. So, in spite of the simplicity and other virtues of the view that we sometimes directly see how things really are, we still have good grounds for affirming the sort of defeasibility that runs directly counter to the alleged indefeasibility of perceptual claims when made by sensitive individuals aware of their circumstances. Given that the alternative to all this is the vicious circularity mentioned above, and often identified with the paradox of analysis, we will need to return to this issue later. For the moment, however, McDowell’s response to Wright’s “instability argument” seems seductive but somewhat less than convincing. (See n6 below in part II.)

			38. As Kirkham has noted (1992, 357, n29), John Mackie, for example, once urged that epistemic theorists are proposing to change the meaning of ‘true,’thereby eliminating our common concept, so as to make truth something attainable. In short, for Mackie, epistemic theorists seek to change connotation in order to keep denotation. As Kirkham also observes, Davidson agrees in making the same point in “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge” (as reprinted in Truth and Interpretation, ed. Ernest LePore [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984]), namely that epistemic theorists seek to eliminate our common concept of truth and replace it with a concept that allows us to determine which sentences are true in the interest of avoiding skepticism. Simon Blackburn joins company with Davidson and Mackie in asserting the identical thesis (1984, 249). The assertion made by Mackie, Davidson, and Blackburn does, in fact, however, capture the intent of some proposals to define truth epistemically. Brian Ellis, for example, in stipulating a conception of truth in terms of justification proposes to eliminate the correspondence or any non-epistemic conception of truth reflected in the content of Tarski’s formula, and thereby revise radically our common conception of truth in the interest of avoiding skepticism (“An Epistemological Conception of Truth,” in Robert Brown and C. D. Rollins, eds., Contemporary Philosophy in Australia [1969, 52–72]). John Pollock (1974, 21), when defending the verificationist conception of meaning and then construing verification in terms of justification, appears to be defending the same position that Ellis defends. For a discussion on the latter, including the claim that if Ellis, along with Pollock and others, such as Richard Rorty (1982, xiii, xxv), believe that skepticism is irrefutable under our common conception of truth then that in itself may be as much a reason for accepting skepticism as it is for revising the conception of truth in order to avoid skepticism (see Kirkham 1992, 265–69).

			39. See, for example, the quoted passage from James Fetzer in n1 above, and Bertrand Russell, “Transatlantic Truth,” Albany Review vol. 2 (1908): 392–410, as cited in Kirkham (1992, 357).

			40. See Donald Davidson’s “Truth Rehabilitated” (Brandom, 2000), and also citations in n4 above; John Pollock (1974, 21, 13–15, 247n19); and Michael Dummett (1977, xx, 262, 374–75; 1978, 358, 145–65); and “Truth” as cited in George Pitcher (1964, 109).

			41. In addition, there is a problem with Fumerton’s example of a meaningful but nonverifiable proposition. The sentence, “There are some things we have never and will never think about,” asserts a verifiable statement, in much the same way as does, “Some horse will win the fifth race at Scarborough Downs—assuming the fifth race will be run at Scarborough Downs.” Presumably, we cannot have a criterion for picking out things we have never, and will never, think about; but one can verify that statement. It’s one thing to have a criterion for justifiably picking out or deciding which objects fall in the extensional domain of some expression, and quite another to verify the statement asserting the existence of that object. After all, physics can verify, at least in terms of inference to the best available explanation, that this universe expands infinitely, and infinitely quickly at the edges, producing infinitely many object-points in space, each with its own characteristics. Presumably, we could also verify that the human mind can at any time think about only finitely many objects in the universe. In such a world, we have as a verifiable claim that there are, by implication, some objects we will never think about. So it is certainly verifiable that there are things we will never think about. The sentence in question would be meaningful in terms of what it would take to verify it, but it does not require of us that we have a criterion for picking out those items that we will never in fact think about. That would appear to be more problematic.

			42. In Understanding Truth, Scott Soames says that to ask, as epistemic theorists do, of the correspondence theories anything more than a high degree of likelihood for the truth of a belief is, in fact, to confuse truth and certainty: “But surely it is sometimes justifiable to assert not only that it is highly probable that P, but also that P (even though the latter is not absolutely certain)” (30). On this same point, see also Neil Tennant (1997); Lawrence Bonjour (1985, 8, 171); Richard Kirkham (1992, 8, 106, 112); and Michael Lynch (1998, 2009 ); and John McDowell in (1998a) for apparent endorsements of the same objection.

			This same objection is also the objection William Alston raises against Brand Blanchard’s argument against the correspondence theory of truth. Blanchard had argued that we cannot know which propositions in fact are true under the correspondence theory of truth because we have no conceptually unmediated way to compare the world with our judgments about it in order to determine whether our beliefs are in fact true as the correspondence theorists insist. For Blanchard, what this meant was that the correspondence theorist needed some pure unmediated and infallible presentation of facts, a form of “giveness,” if you will. Alston’s response is that that is to lay too strong and arbitrary a Cartesian requirement for certainty on correspondence theorists in order to attain truth (1996, 100–102).

			43. Quite plausibly this is also what Brand Blanchard meant when he argued that correspondence theorists needed more than beliefs that are rendered highly probably true under coherence in order to establish which sentences in our language are true under the correspondence definition. That is why Blanchard thought that our knowledge of facts, for the correspondence theorist, had to be unmediated by judgment and certain in a way that did not depend on the high probability of truth. See Alston’s discussion of Blanchard’s argument (1996, 85ff).

			44. Space here prohibits a rehearsing of the arguments for the view that the best available explanation for the long-term predictive success of some scientific theories or hypotheses is that they imply, assert, or assume propositions or beliefs that succeed in correctly describing, even if only partially, the eternal world. However, such detailed arguments appear in the author’s Blind Realism: An Essay on Human Knowledge and Natural Science (1991, chapter 4, 151–77).

			45. One, and possibly the only, objection that seems problematic to this line of reasoning is the one to the effect that, given the Principle of Non-vacuity, one can no more grasp the meaning of “proposition that succeeds in describing the independent world” than one can grasp the meaning ‘true’ when characterized non-epistemically. This objection is fundamentally the same as the objection discussed and rejected in Part I, section 11.

			46. Simon Blackburn raised this objection in personal correspondence, and Steve Jacobson raised the same objection in a written criticism of an earlier draft of this section.

			47. As we shall see, however, this is not to deny that the verificationist semantics offered by philosophers such as Michael Dummett, Donald Davidson, and John Pollock is correct nor that their arguments should not be accepted in the interest of avoiding global skepticism. What is not clear is whether their arguments are providing a viable semantics for our common conception of truth, although the semantics offered by them is arguably required for a concept of truth necessary for empirical knowledge of the world. When John Pollock says more radically, for example, that our understanding of any proposition is simply a matter of understanding its justification or assertibility conditions and, for that reason, we have no need of truth understood as a non-epistemic or alethic theorist would understand it (1974, 21), we seem to have an admission that our common conception of truth may in fact be alethic, but it is of no use by way of providing for an adequate epistemology. Other philosophers, such as Michael Dummett, may be seeking to change our common conception of truth or show that it is not what others take it to be, in order to construct a viable epistemology. In the end, although both of them find our common conception of truth inadequate for a viable epistemology, Dummett seems to be defining truth in terms of what we shall need to justifiably assert that a proposition is true under our common conception (with the understanding that it need not actually succeed in giving us truth as so conceived), while Pollock manifestly urges that our understanding of an assertion or indicative sentence is just a matter of understanding what conditions would justify our asserting it as true under our common conception of truth. On the surface, of course, the difference between Dummett and Pollock seems to be that Dummett is redefining truth in terms of the conditions that warrant us in thinking a proposition is true under our common conception of truth, whereas Pollock seems to be abandoning outright any reference to our common conception of truth even while specifying assertibility conditions that make reference to our common conception of truth. See also Pollock (1974, 12–15, and n19 in part II below). More on this later.

			Part II Notes

			1. Admittedly, some epistemic theorists have characterized their project in terms of radically revising or rejecting our common conception of truth because they see our common conception of truth as vacuous and irrelevant to the demands of a non-skeptical epistemology. Brian Ellis, for example, defined truth in terms of high probability and saw that activity as a radical linguistic revision and abandonment of our common conception of truth construed as correspondence. See “An Epistemological Conception of Truth,” in Robert Brown and C.D. Rollins (1969, 52–72). See also John Pollock (1994, 13–24).

			Arguably, however, this degree of radical revision is unnecessary and overly problematic. Although our common concept of truth is vacuous for an adequate theory of truth, we can still keep our common concept of truth for the purpose of explicating our concept of epistemic justification without having to admit that there are any known or decidable instances of truth defined alethically or in terms of correspondence. As such, it would serve in an idealizing role in terms of what one is always seeking, much like seeking Eldorado or the Holy Grail. Otherwise it may be too difficult to make sense of the concept of epistemic justification. As a matter of linguistic fact, a justified belief is a belief based upon what we generally accept as compelling evidence and that we sincerely think to be true as we commonly conceive of truth in non-epistemic terms. That is why epistemic theories should not be seen as rejecting outright, or seeking to replace by redefinition, our common conception of truth, although, to be sure, they reject our common concept of truth as suitable for explicating a necessary condition for any presumptively adequate characterization of empirical knowledge.

			One of the basic objections to rejecting the correspondence, non-epistemic, or alethic theory and redefining truth epistemically in terms of beliefs highly probably true in our ordinary sense is that it is apparently incoherent to do so. Laurence Bonjour, for example, has said that once the appeal to truth conditions is abandoned, it is doubtful that the antirealist can give an account of what a statement says or asserts. He says:

			One important aspect of this point is that a viable anti-realist position must not rely at any level on the realist notions of truth and falsity; it must, as Putnam says, be non-realist or verificationist “All the way up or down” (Realism and Reason 1978, 129). Thus anti-realism differs fundamentally from reductionist views like phenomenalism . . . if realism is objectionable in general then it remains objectionable at the level of verification conditions (1985, 163). (emphases original).

			Presumably, this means that we cannot reject the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth and then define truth in terms of justification, or the high likelihood of truth, without being incoherent because the very concept of justification requires acceptance of the correspondence conception of truth as a non-vacuous concept. We shall examine this objection, already discussed above, under a proposed objection from the paradox of analysis of the main argument in detail, especially in 11 A–H, 43ff.

			2. See the author’s The Philosophy of Charles Peirce: A Critical Introduction (1980a, chp. 3); and “Peirce’s Thirteen Theories of Truth,” in The Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society (1980b).

			3. Almeder, The Philosophy of Charles Peirce (1980a, chapter 4).

			4. See, for example, Carl Ginet (1975, 248ff); and John Pollock (1974, 21).

			5. Brand Blanchard’s argument is quoted by William Alston in the section titled “The Alleged Impossibility of Comparing Judgments and Facts” (1996, 85) and “Can We Cognize Anything Other Than Judgments?” (1996, 87ff). On page 86 of the same book, Alston also cites Carl Hempel’s “On the Logical Positivist’s Theory of Truth?” (1935, 50–59); Donald Davidson (“A Coherence Theory of Truth,” in Truth and Interpretation, ed. Ernest Lepore (1986, 307); and Michael Williams, “Do We (Epistemologists) Need a Theory of Truth” (1986, 223–42) as supporters of the argument offered by Blanchard and refers back to Blanchard’s “The Tests of Truth” (1939, vol. 2) for the original argument.

			6. As we saw in part I (see 34ff and n37), John McDowell’s forthright affirmation that we often indeed have in perception an immediate knowledge of the way things are, offers us the correspondence or dis-quotation concept (deflated) we need, without requiring of us a judgment of comparison. However, as we also saw above, in the absence of providing a reliable criterion for distinguishing between the veridical and the false at the level of unmediated perceptual experience, this proposal and all kindred proposals are dissatisfying, because we have no way to sort objectively the correct from the incorrect perceptual claims. But, of course, others have been quick to assert that demanding a nonquestion begging or circular criterion for the reliability of sense perception as a source of truth and knowledge is more than anybody can hope for, and since such a demand guarantees a profound skepticism, the demand amounts to a reductio ad absurdum when in fact most of us have no trouble with accepting that we can see immediately that such and such is so. Naturally, the advocates of profound skepticism will claim that their position has been begged by such a reply and that their form of skepticism is our epistemological destiny. In the end, it seems clear that any good argument that does not viciously and circularly presuppose the existence of knowledge, and successfully refutes skepticism, will in some measure deprive the skeptic of her response to the gambit offered by McDowell. The critique I will offer in the last section of this book against the canonical forms of skepticism will, if successful, have the effect of bolstering rather than undermining McDowell’s basic stance on perception as an immediate non-inferential (at least consciously so) source of knowledge. Because the critique offered below against skepticism is presumably adequate, I am reluctant to offer any more criticism on McDowell’s position, although in the end, of course, I would argue that McDowell’s commitment to non-epistemic truth as a necessary condition for knowledge would fail for the reasons offered in the main argument of section 5.

			7. See Davidson, “The Folly of Trying to Define Truth” (1996, 268).

			8. For this formulation of the argument, I am indebted to Marian David (1994, 24n6). In advancing and characterizing The Slingshot Argument Davidson says:

			The real objection to correspondence theories is simpler; it is that there is nothing interesting or instructive to which true sentences might correspond. The point was made some time ago by C. I. Lewis in An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation (1946, 50–55); he challenged the correspondence theory to locate the fact or part of reality, or of the world, to which a true statement corresponded. One can locate individual objects, if the sentence happens to name or describe them, but even such location makes sense relative only to a frame of reference, and so presumably the frame of reference must be included in whatever it is to which a true sentence corresponds. Following out this line of thought led Lewis to conclude that, if true sentences correspond to anything at all, it must be the universe as a whole; thus all true sentences correspond to the same thing. Frege, as we know, reached the same conclusion through a somewhat similar course of reasoning. Frege’s argument, if Alonzo Church is right, can be formalized: starting from the assumptions that a true sentence cannot be made to correspond to something different by the substitution of co-referring terms, or by the substitution of logically equivalent sentences, it is easy to show that, if true sentences correspond to anything, they all correspond to the same thing. But this is to trivialize the concept of correspondence completely; there is no interest in the relation of correspondence if there is only one thing to which to correspond, since, as in any such case, the relation may as well be collapsed into a simple property: thus “s corresponds to the universe,” like “s corresponds to (or names) ‘the True’” or “s corresponds to the facts” can less misleadingly be read “s is true.” Peter Strawson has observed that the parts of a sentence may correspond to parts of the world (that is, refer to them), but adds:

			It is evident that there is nothing else in the world for the statement itself to be related to . . .

			And it is evident that the demand that there should be such a relatum is logically absurd . . .

			But the demand for something in the world which makes the statement true . . . , or to which the statement corresponds when it is true, is just this demand. (“Truth” in Logico-Linguistic Papers [London: Methuen, 1971, 194–95])

			The correct objection to correspondence theories is not then that they make truth something to which humans can never legitimately aspire; the real objection is rather that such theories fail to provide entities to which truth vehicles (whether we take these to be statements, sentences, or utterances) can be said to correspond. If this is right, and I am convinced that it is, we ought also to question the popular assumption that sentences, or their spoken tokens, or sentence-like entities or configurations in our brains, can properly be called “representations,” since there is nothing for them to represent (June 1990, 303–4; see also 1969, 748–64, and reprinted in 1984, 37–54).

			9. See Marian David [(1994) 24n6]; and John Searle (1995, 221–26). H. Brandl also criticizes the argument for the extra step we need in order to pass from the conclusion of the argument to the more general conclusion that every true sentence corresponds to the same fact. See his “Some Remarks on the Slingshot Argument” in G. Shurz and D. S. J. W. Dorn (1991). See also Jonathan Bennett’s critique of the slingshot argument (1988, sec. 16).

			10. See also Truth and Other Enigmas (1978, 358).

			11. For a very similar reading of Dummett, see Kirkham (1992, 250).

			12. For his full characterization of realism as failing to specify a concept of truth consistent with an adequate semantics, see Truth and Other Enigmas (1978, 358–59).

			13. For a discussion on this text and the way it bears on realism and anti-realism, see Scott Soames (1999, 36–37).

			14. Although space does not here allow a fuller treatment of it, Dummett’s view, and the view also adopted by John Pollock in (1974, 12–15), that we should define truth in terms of verification conditions, or “completely warranted assertiblility,” seems persuasive because we would otherwise fail to satisfy the non-vacuity and reliability principles, the satisfaction of which is necessary for an adequate theory of truth. On this Pollock said: “. . . to learn the meaning of a concept is certainly not to learn its ‘definition.’ It is to learn how to use it, which is to make justifiable assertions involving it. Thus it seems to me inescapable that the meaning of a concept is determined by its justification conditions” (1974, 12). Just what is necessary before we can truly say of a person that he has learned the concept of a certain kind of thing, such as, “red thing” or “bird”? If in fact the child did not know how to ascribe the concept and its complement justifiably (i.e. he did not know justifiably how to determine whether something was a bird) this would show that he had not learned how to identify birds and so does not have the concept.

			Conversely, when a child has learned to judge justifiably whether a thing is a bird (i.e. he has learned to ascribe the concept and its complement to things justifiably), we are satisfied that he knows how to identify birds and so has got the concept right—he knows what a bird is (1974, 13–15).

			If this implies a restricted form of verificationism, then that would simply be what is required for avoiding the global skepticism (both weak and strong) implied by failure to satisfy the truth condition specified in non-epistemic terms. But it is by no means clear that the conclusion offered by Dummett and Pollock, for example, are simple instances of verificationism although, to be sure, Pollock asserts that the meaning of any proposition is no more than its justification conditions (1974, 21). Rather than accept the views of Alston and Bonjour, among others, that Dummett’s views, along with Pollock’s, are absurd because they are instances of a refuted theory of meaning (i.e., verificationism) or the use theory of meaning, one might well argue by appeal to the main argument above in section 5 that Dummett, Pollock and others, are indeed correct, for example, in insisting that we ought to define truth in epistemic terms. Also, with regard to Bonjour’s criticism of Dummett for allegedly adopting the refuted “use theory of meaning” (1985, 164–65), one might well find it difficult to accept that the correspondence definition, or the alethic definition, of truth results from something other than a generalization from the facts of ordinary usage reflecting our deep intuitions about the nature of truth, as we ordinarily understand it. Even epistemic theorists, as we have seen above, do not typically deny that. And, if they do, it is certainly not necessary to do so in the interest of defending an epistemic conception of truth, which is not in any way meant to be a statement of what we ordinarily mean by ‘true’ in any natural language. On Dummett’s argument see also part I, n4. More on this later.

			15. “Realism and Reason” (1976) is Putnam’s Presidential American Philosophical Association Address reprinted in Meaning and the Moral Sciences (1978, 125ff.) The argument is also laid out somewhat more fully in Reason, Truth and History (1981). The earliest form of the argument occurs in “Models and Reality” (1977).

			16. See, for example, Catherine Elgin (1995, 290–91); David Lewis (1984, 221–36); Michael Devitt (1983, 291–301); and Bas C. Van Fraassen (1997, 85ff).

			17. See, for example, William Alston (1996, 138); Igor Douven (1999, 482ff); and David Lewis (1984, 230).

			18. See Bas C. Van Fraassen (1997, 88–89); Igor Douven (1999, 482); William Alston (1996, 138–40); and David Lewis (1984, 232).

			19. See “Putnam’s Model-theoretic Argument against Metaphysical Realism,” by Bob Hale and Crispin Wright (1999, 428); and William Alston (1996, 140).

			20. Bob Hale and Crispin Wright, “Putnam’s Model Theoretic Argument” (1999, 428ff).

			21. Hilary Putnam, “Models and Reality,” in Putnam (1983, 3–6).

			22. For fuller discussion on this point, see Hale and Wright (1999, 443ff).

			23. Those who have charged Putnam with begging the question against fixing reference by appeal to causality include, for example, James Van Cleve (July 1992, 349); Mark Heller (1988, 113–28); Anthony Bruckner (1984, 134–40); Bob Hale and Crispin Wright, “Putnam’s Model Theoretic Argument Against Metaphysical Realism,” in Hale and Wright, eds. (1997, 440ff; 1987, 77–99); Michael Devitt (1991, 227; 1983, 17, 291–301). For those who think Putnam is right in this response see, for example, Catherine Elgin (1995, 289–302); David Lewis (1984, 221–36); and Bas C. Van Fraassen (1997, 90–93).

			24. There seem to be good grounds for claiming that Putnam has offered two distinct arguments. The first is to show that under a permissible model-theoretic interpretation, every epistemically ideal theory is true, as the realist understands truth. This is the reductio argument against the view that a theory can be epistemically ideal and false. The second argument is that metaphysical realists have no non-circular way to establish or fix the reference of any set of sentences without presupposing what needs to be shown. If the first argument fails, it need not carry with it the second, and vice versa. What makes it look as if there is only one argument is that the first is connected to the second for its support in the presence of the main objection to the first that even if every epistemically ideal theory is true, the interpretation that makes it true is not necessarily the “intended” one. Why this objection is taken seriously is mysterious, as the refutation of the realist’s radically non-epistemic conception of truth would not seem to require that one be able to identify the interpretation rendering each epistemically ideal theory true alethically. One can prove that some horse won yesterday’s race at Belmont Downs without having to prove which, if only one knows that the race was completed and there was no dead heat for first place. At any rate, it seems that because of the “not the intended interpretation” objection, there is some natural inclination to urge that the realist could not establish the truth of any intended interpretation in any case because that would require fixing reference; and since the realist cannot do that in any non-circular way, then the “not the intended interpretation” reply to the model theoretic argument fails. What is interesting about the Hale and Wright interpretation of the model-theoretic argument is that it tends to define the argument more in terms of Putnam’s challenge to the argument and the failure of realists to offer a non-question-begging way to fix reference in order to establish the link between the theory and the world described by the theory.

			My own view on the matter in general is that Alston’s and Van Fraassen’s negative critique of the first argument is sound, and that the second argument along with the “Just-more-theory” reply is sound, as a response to the classical metaphysical realist, at least as Putnam describes her. As the main argument offered above in section 5 has shown, one needs a reliable decision procedure for determining which sentences in one’s language are true and that is not clearly forthcoming under any non-epistemic, or correspondence, or alethic theory of truth satisfying Tarski’s Biconditionals. It may be that there is indeed a magical theory of reference that resuscitates the realist against causal theories of reference. Some have argued as much, but we need not enter into those considerations here as they would take us too far afield from the main business at hand. Given the premises in our main argument in section 5 of Part I, even if we successfully defend a magical theory of reference it would not seem to make any difference, as we would still have the problem of determining which sentences are true under any intended interpretation. Interestingly, to the extent that the thrust of the second argument in asserting that there is no reliable way of fixing reference is to re-assert that there is no successful way for the correspondence theorist (including all metaphysical realists) to justifiably pick out or decide which sentences in one’s language are in fact true, to that extent Putnam’s argument comes refreshingly close to the core of the main argument offered above in Part I, section 5. One needs to add, however, that there is clearly differing argumentation involved in each argument, even if they are asserting fundamentally the same conclusion, assuming that “fixing determinate reference” and “determining reliably which sentences in one’s language are true” amount to the same claim.

			25. See, for example, Igor Douven (1999, 482ff).

			26. Typically, philosophers such as Pollock, Dummett, and Rorty claim that the best argument against correspondence theory is that we have no reliable decision procedure to determine which assertions or beliefs are true.

			27. The general point that the definition of truth in terms of justification is too strong and that while justification and truth are strongly co-related, they surely are not the same thing, as is evidenced in our capacity to imagine true propositions unjustifiable and false propositions ideally justified, is a common objection. Paul Horwich, among others, captures it succinctly when asserting:

			We do indeed take verification to indicate truth. But also we recognize the possibility that a proposition may be false in spite of their being impeccable reasons to believe it, and that a proposition may be true even though we are not able to discover that it is. Verifiability and truth are no doubt highly correlated; but surely not the same thing. (“Theories of Truth,” in A Companion to Epistemology, eds, Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa [1992, 511]). 

			See also Crispin Wright [1992, 19–20] and n29 below for Mackie’s, Davidson’s, Engel’s, and Kirkham’s assertion to the same effect.

			28. See this author’s Blind Realism (1992, chp. 3).

			Philosophers who have sought to block the Gettier type counterexamples in the name of saving the concept of knowledge have sometimes offered what we may take to be the correct way to preserve knowledge by simply denying the proposition that a person can be completely justified in believing a false proposition, as the latter proposition is implied in every Gettier type counterexample. In so doing, they block the counterexamples, but at the same time reject what is definitional of non-epistemic theories of truth. So, they also end up being committed, often without being fully conscious of it, to a denial of any instance of the non-epistemic conception of truth. Put briefly, showing that a person cannot be completely justified in believing a false proposition is the same as showing the deficiencies of any non-epistemic conception of truth. It is easy enough to show, however, that a person cannot be completely justified in believing a false proposition. And if this could be shown, the basic intuition behind non-epistemic conceptions of truth would turn out to be unsound, as would be any intuition based upon it, and the only concept of truth consistent with there being any knowledge at all would be the epistemic.

			In chapter 3 of Blind Realism (1992) I offered four arguments for the view that a person cannot be completely justified in believing a false proposition. Collectively, they are meant to show that if one assumes any form of non-epistemic theory of truth and a truth condition for knowledge so explicated, one cannot accept Gettier-type counterexamples to the classical definition of knowledge. They also serve as a reductio of the correspondence or non-epstemic theory of truth, leaving the epistemic theory as the only viable theory consistent with the attainment of human knowledge.

			29. John Mackie (1973, 22–25); Donald Davidson (1990, 298, and in Lepore 1986, “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge,” as in Ernest Le Pore, ed. 1986, 313); Simon Blackburn (1984, 248, 249; 1996; 2005) and Richard Kirkham (1992, 113, 357).

			Among others objecting to epistemic theories, Kirkham tells us, echoing Davidson: “Equating truth with justification has counter-intuitive implications that the truth value of a statement may change when more relevant evidence becomes available (Davidson 1990, 307–8). Kirkham also says (25) that theories of justification have for their purpose to answer questions about when and how a proposition is probably true: It does not answer “What are the necessary and sufficient conditions for something being true?” “And in no case could a theory of justification be thought to provide a definition of truth” (25). The justification project is the project for determining which propositions are true (26) but it does not show anything more than the probability of truth. For other objections, see Alston, 192ff. Kirkham also believes that the chief weakness of coherence theory, and (we may suppose, by implication, for any epistemic theory) is its lack of initial plausibility. He says:

			It does not seem that a truth bearer’s relationship to other truth bearers, as distinct from its relations to the world, could have anything to do with its truth values. Because of this lack of initial plausibility, it is vital that coherence theorists provide positive arguments for it as distinct from attacks on the correspondence theory or attempts to refute attacks on the coherence theory, but such positive arguments are hard to find in the literature. Blanchard’s only positive argument, as noted above, depends on (1) his apparent failure to recognize that justification does not have to necessitate the truth of a justified belief, and (2) his coherence theory of justification, which itself depends on his idealist ontology. If we believe that there is a world independent of our thoughts, then no proposition that purports to describe that world can be considered true if it is inconsistent with that world, no matter how well it coheres with other propositions. And if it does express that world accurately, then it cannot be false, no matter how much it fails to occur. Hence on a realist ontology it is hard to deny that coherence is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for truth. Simon Blackburn generalizes this to cover all non-realist theories “Our judgment that there is a cat in the garden is made true, if it is true, by the cat’s being in the garden. The issue of how other people would judge it is no part of this truth condition. Nor is the question of whether the belief that it is would enter into any proposed system of belief. We don’t, as it were, look sideways either to other people or to systems of belief. We look at the cat and look round the table.” (1984, 247–48,” as cited in Kirkham 1992, 111)

			For similar arguments, see also Pascal Engel (2002, 58; 2007) and Crispin Wright (1992, 19–20).

			30. Richard Kirkham, for example, has also argued against epistemic theories of truth on these grounds. His basic argument is that statements are justified “as true,” and if this is so, then the attempt to define truth even partly in terms of justification is at best a hopelessly circular analysis because “S is true” is explicated by appealing to justification and justification is explicated in turn by appealing to true (1992, 50–51). Alvin Goldman (1992, 178ff) argues for the view that the goal of inquiry is indeed that of seeking and attaining truth, understood in terms of correspondence, and so the very concept of justification presupposes that of attainable truth as commonly understood (see also 1995, 177–87). And Frederick Schmitt (1995, 213) insists that the rationale for counting a rule as a justification rule is simply that it is “truth-conducive.”

			See also Richard Rorty, “Is Truth a Goal of Inquiry?: Davidson versus Crispin Wright,” Truth and Progress (1998). Here Rorty argues that inquiry does not really have a goal at all; and Laudan’s argument (see Goldman 1995, 178), incidentally, for the view that truth as so understood is not attainable is quite different from the main argument defended in Part I, section 5 above; as noted earlier, his is dependent on the pessimistic induction from the fact that in all past theories we have not hit on any truth. He apparently overlooks the fact that the success of our theories requires that we believe that some propositions satisfy our common concept of truth, but, as we urged above, since we cannot say which items are in fact doing that work, we need a theory of truth that would allow us to do it, and that makes it possible to say the goal of science is not truth but propositions we shall think to be true and some of which will in fact be true in the ordinary sense of ‘true’ although we cannot say which. See also Richard Hull (1989, 243).

			But it seems important to note that Laudan is right in claiming that truth, as commonly understood, is unattainable in natural science and cannot be viewed as the attainable goal of science. That’s because the goal should be known to be satisfied if we were to satisfy it. On this point, see also L. Jonathan Cohen, “What Has Science to do with Truth?” Synthese (1982).

			31. See also William Alston (1996, 248).

			32. See Laurence Bonjour (1985, 163). See also Hilary Putnam (1978, 128).

			33. William Alston’s claim in the first section quoted above (71, 72–77), that we cannot define justification coherently and deny the alethic theory of truth, is a common objection. See, for example, Laurence Bonjour (1985, 8); Richard Kirkham (1992, 50ff.); and Pascal Engel (2002, 56). Alston also claims (1996, 208) that Putnam, in correspondence, now agrees that we cannot define justification plausibly without assuming the concept of truth understood in terms of correspondence.

			34. Alston (1996, 100n12) also asserts that we must know that the fact obtains since justified belief is consistent with falsity. This certainly seems to imply that in order to know what one is completely justified in believing one must have some evidence more than the high probability of truth in order to guarantee the truth of any proposition. Compare this with Alston’s comments elsewhere to the effect that the most we can ever attain for the truth of a proposition is the high probability of truth (1996, 204).

			35. For four arguments that a person cannot be completely justified in believing a false proposition, see, for example, the author’s Blind Realism (1992, chp. 3).

			36. This same objection can hold, incidentally, against an epistemic conception of truth, depending on how one defines truth. Crispin Wright’s “superassertibility” definition of truth, for example, labors under the same criticism because it implies that one is not justified unless one’s evidence renders it impossible that any evidence in the future ever show that the belief is false. This particular construal of truth is too strong for making the evidence for being justified so strong that it entails the truth alethically of what is believed. It is actually inconsistent with adopting a non-epistemic conception of truth because it requires for justification, and hence truth, something more than a very high degree of probability that one’s belief is true, when in fact we can attain to nothing more. Buying into the demand that justification be truth-conducive in the alethic sense even for an epistemic theorist is the origin of such unfortunate epistemic explications that are only thinly disguised alethic or correspondence definitions.

			37. Also, in his response to what he calls the hard-pressed epistemic theorist, Alston’s rejection of the reply that having evidence consists merely in having justified beliefs is a matter of asserting that such beliefs would need to be justified under ideal epistemic circumstances and the only way we could define such ideal justifiability is in terms of beliefs that would be ideally justified in such a situation. On the contrary, however, we could just as easily define justification in the way we did above without entering the vicious circle Alston thinks must occur. Again, we need only define “possessing the evidence” and “knowing the facts” in terms of having very strong reasons to accept the belief as true alethically without that constituting evidence that the belief is very probably or highly likely to be true alethically on the evidence.

			38. See Alvin Goldman (1992, 192; 1995, 171–87; 1986); Laurence Bonjour (1985, 7); Frederick Schmitt (1995). For those who deny that truth is the goal of Inquiry, see L. Jonathan Cohen (1982); Richard Rorty “Is Truth a Goal of Inquiry?: Donald Davidson versus Crispin Wright,” in Truth and Progress (1998). Rorty believes that “there is nothing that can plausibly be described as a goal of inquiry” (1998, 38) and “To say that truth is our goal is merely to say something like: ‘We hope to justify our belief to as many and as large audiences as possible’ (1998, 39), but he definitely does not say that justification is truth-conducive. Rather it is what we allow each other to assert without question in the presence of rules for asserting beliefs of all sorts. For the reference on Laudan, who thinks communal epistemic via a standard pessimistic induction that science never reaches the truth and so can hardly be said to be the goal of truth, see Goldman (1995, 178). For those who think science has other aims than truth, Goldman says:

			Even these “empiricists” or “anti-realists” acknowledge that a crucial test of competing theories is their ability to predict and retrodict observational data correctly, i.e. truly. So, the value of truth is again acknowledged, though with some diminution of the domain. (1992, 190)

			Finally, Nancy Cartwright (1983); Ron Giere (1988, 78); and Marta Feher assert that “to say that science is and has ever been a search for truth is vacuous and ideological” (1988, 88). Nicholas Rescher has argued that the goal of science is to approximate the truth and that one is never in possession of the truth rather than one’s best estimation of what is the truth (2003, 387n11); and Keith Lehrer (1973, 53) has argued, following L. S. Carrier (1974, 140–50) that no man knows for certain that any statement is true (1973).

			39. In this context we can place Alston’s critique of John Pollock and Carl Ginet, both of whom define justification in terms of beliefs that are permissible by the rules of evidence but make no mention that the belief is justified only if the justification is truth-conducive in the alethic sense. Alston criticizes the concept of justification offered by both as rendering justification irrelevant to our primary goal and thereby reduces justification to mere belief.

			40. For a detailed argument in favor of this thesis, see chapter four of the author’s Blind Realism. See also Bonjour for the same argument (1985, 171). Unfortunately, Bonjour’s argument does not imply that we are able to determine reliably which of our beliefs are alethically true when all we have is a high degree of probability that any one we select is true.

			41. He also says, in criticizing epistemic definitions of justification:

			No power on earth, or in heaven, could enable me to know what isn’t so, since no power can override conceptual necessities. (1996, 248–49)

			Here Alston adds a footnote, p. 249n11, to the effect that if knowledge requires only conclusive justification, conclusive justification has to be strong enough to guarantee the truth of the belief, and so the concept of truth still comes into the picture. Truth-conducive views, he says, will go by the board if we jettison truth. Now he proceeds to examine what he takes to be the best two forms of epistemic theories of justification (those without truth as commonly understood):

			We cannot preserve anything like the standard conception of knowledge if we cannot distinguish knowledge from mere belief by the fact that knowledge entails truth. ‘Know’ is the preeminent ‘success term’ in epistemology; and the most basic kind of success it involves is truth.

			42. A second objection Schmitt raises against epistemic theory insofar as it allegedly implies idealism, he calls “The Counterfactual Mindlessness Objection.” This objection underscores the profound counter-intuitivity of idealism and hence the epistemic theory that implies it. He says:

			We think trilobites would have existed even if no minds (at least no human minds) had ever existed. This is something we believe on a number of grounds, the most obvious of which is that trilobites did exist before there were any minds—a point we take to be massively supported by scientific evidence. . . . Yet idealism entails that no objects would have existed if no minds had existed, since all objects are constituted by minds. Idealism therefore contradicts deep-seated intuitions about objects. (1995, 40)

			By way of a short response to this objection, apart from the fact that epistemic theories are consistent with knowledge of the existence of an external world, we may repeat the point that appeal to such an intuition is not permissible as long as there are strong arguments on the table challenging precisely that intuition. Appeal to such a strong intuition, as we saw above, roots in the un-argued belief that arguments against correspondence (such as the main argument in Part I, section 5, along with Strawson’s, as favorably construed above) must be unacceptable no matter what the argument. In short, this argument begs the question against arguments on the table, arguments which, if sound, render unavailable the non-epistemic intuition at the heart of this objection.

			For another such question-begging critique of epistemic theory see, for example, James Maffie (1995, 616–18).

			43. See Alston (1996, 258).

			44. For detailed arguments for this thesis, see the author’s Blind Realism: An Essay on Human Knowledge and Natural Science (1997, chapter 4). Does it follow from the fact that we know that there is an external world, and that some of our beliefs (including some of the theoretical ones) are correct descriptions of it, that our knowledge to that effect entails as much? Only if the truth of what one knows is construed in non-epistemic terms, and not in terms of beliefs justifiably accepted as very likely to be true by one’s evidence.

			45. See Alston’s criticism to the effect that epistemic theories lead inevitably to idealism of the more counter-intuitive sort (1996, 215–16). See also pp. 171ff.

			Also, H. B. Acton once argued that ‘true’ is essentially ambiguous in that, ‘true’ as it applies to present tense claims about the physical world, must be construed in terms of correspondence (otherwise we would have no way to explain the long-term predictive success of certain beliefs about the physical world), but as it applies to the laws of logic, and to claims made about the future or distant past, truth could not be a matter of correspondence. He said, for example:

			Not all true propositions are true because they correspond to the facts. Such propositions as “Two contradictory propositions cannot both be true” do not correspond to the facts. . . . Thus the theory I have been examining must hold that ‘true’ is ambiguous, and that propositions true in logic are true in a different sense from other propositions. (H. B. Acton 1935, 191)

			In particular, Acton rejected the correspondence theory of truth for claims about the future because he believed we do in fact know something about the future, but the truth of what one knows could not be a matter of correspondence since future objects or facts do not exist, and so there could not be any possible correspondence between what is asserted and what is the case made possible by future facts.

			46. See also Bonjour (1985, 163).

			47. This objection goes back at least as far as A. O. Lovejoy (1963).

			48. The Preface Paradox, incidentally, is the paradox deriving from any book preface in which the author asserts that while she accepts as true every assertion she made in the book, she also believes that some of those assertions she accepts must be false, although she does not know which ones are false. From this it follows, according to some, that the author of the Preface Paradox is asserting, by implication, the contradiction that some of the propositions she believes to be true she also believes to be false. For an argument on why the Preface Paradox is not in fact the expression of an incoherent or contradictory proposition, see section H below where we discuss more explicitly the Preface Paradox as an objection to any epistemic conception of truth. See also the author’s Blind Realism (1992, 26, 180–81).

			It remains, of course, tempting to suggest that advocates of an epistemic conception of truth are not entitled, in anything but a very thin or Pickwickian sense, to assert as true non-epistemically what they have splendid evidence to believe or accept as true non-epistemically. After all, so the objection might go, if they actually accepted the main argument as a sound argument (assuming the truth of the premises is construed epistemically), what they ought to believe is that nobody is ever justified in believing that any particular proposition they might assert would in fact be demonstrably or decidably true in any non-epistemic sense, rather than merely very likely to be true non-epistemically. The proper reply to this objection is that they are also entitled to assert that some of their splendidly justified beliefs are in fact correct descriptions of what they purport to describe, and so are true in the non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ Their entitlement to assert that at least some of their highly confirmed beliefs are true non-epistemically then entitles them to assert of each and every one of them that it is true non-epistemically although there is no way to determine reliably which among their beliefs are, or would be true, among all those one is entitled to assert as true. Of course, they are also entitled to assert, and here is the Pickwickian point, that for any particular proposition asserted, one is not entitled to assert of that proposition that it is true rather than very likely to be true. In short, while the main argument asserts that there are no demonstrable or decidable instances of truth non-epistemically construed, that in itself does not prevent us from being entitled to assert of any robustly confirmed proposition that it is true non-epistemically. We need only make the point that being so entitled does not thereby render true non-epistemically our sincere beliefs so evidenced and accepted as true. But it does raise the problem of explaining how ‘true,’ as we ordinarily understand it, can turn out to be meaningless for want of being demonstrably satisfiable under the Principle of Non-vacuity and at the same time meaningful enough for us to assert that there indeed must be propositions true in the non-epistemic sense even though we cannot demonstrate which. All one can say here is that from the viewpoint of a semantics sufficient for a non-skeptical epistemology, ‘true’ construed non-epistemically as a condition necessary for knowledge will be meaningless under the Principle of Non-vacuity. That does not seem to imply that the non-epistemic conception of truth will be meaningless tout court in all other contexts. This is why I have hesitated rejecting outright the non-epistemic conception of truth.

			49. Alston often says that the T-schema brings out the central realist conception of propositional truth and that is why all proposals for truth that seek to capture our common conception of truth must reflect or be consistent with it (1996, 27, 35, 38). The T-schema, he thinks, is neutral only in that it does not dictate how we are to define truth, but it is certainly not universally neutral as between any proposed definitions of truth. Any adequate definition of truth must capture the core intuition of the T-schema and so capture the realist or common conception of truth (217).

			50. Notice, incidentally, that this position is quite different from the epistemic position advanced by, say, Dummett, who claims that the epistemic conception of truth in terms of verification is indeed what is required by our ordinary usage, and hence properly reflects the adage that “meaning does not transcend use.” If ordinary usage leads to some fundamental incoherence in thought, then we should revise or abandon the usage if failure to do so renders it impossible that anybody knows something about something.

			51. This allegedly counterintuitive implication of defining truth epistemically in terms of justified assertibility Davidson notes acceptingly in “The Structure and Content of Truth” where, inspired by Putnam’s criticism of Dummett for failing to define truth in terms of idealized justifiability, he says:

			If truth depends simply on justified assertibility, truth can be “lost”, that is, a sentence can be true for a person at a time and later become false because the conditions of justification change. This must be wrong. Dummett says he agrees that truth cannot be lost, but he fails to give a clear idea of how warranted assertibility can be both a fixed property and a property that depends on the actual ability of human speakers to recognize that certain conditions are satisfied. Actual abilities wax and wane, and differ from person to person; truth does not. (1990, 308)

			For a similar critique, see Kirkham (1992, 53); and Engel (2002, 49; 2007). See also n97 above.

			52. In his discussion of Putnam’s example, Blackburn argues that the kind of relativity involved in such examples not only does not require abandonment of Bivalence, but also the kind of relativity involved does not imply any real contradictions (1994, 19). In all this, of course, Blackburn is not defending epistemic theories of truth against the objection from pernicious relativity. Rather he is denying that pluralist theories of truth offer any distinctive alternative to realist theories or alethic theories in the sort of pluralism they typically advance. For a fundamentally similar way of showing that the incompatibilities involved in pluralism do not amount to inconsistencies of a pernicious nature, see also the discussion offered by Michael Lynch (1998, 77–93).

			53. Crispin Wright, among others, has advanced this same view, as we saw earlier when discussing “superassertibility” (33ff. See also 1986a, 268, 274; 1992, 45–46).

			54. See, for example, David Lewis (1996, 549–67) as republished in Ernest Sosa and Jagwon Kim (2000, 503–16, 508a; John Hawthorne 2004).

			55. Pascal Engel (2002, 23 for Part I). For essentially the same objection, see also John McDowell (1998a, 10–12 and n19); and Crispin Wright (1987, 293 ff; 1992, 63–64).

			Wright, incidentally, is reluctant to tie the failure of DS or the Equivalence Schema to failures of Bivalence simpliciter. It all depends, he thinks, on what kind of an objection one raises to Bivalence. Typically when people have rejected Bivalence they do so only in special cases, as in cases of semantic vagueness, statements containing referenceless singular terms, conditionals with false antecedents, liar-paradoxical statements and so forth. But that is not to say that Bivalence is generally suspect for these sorts of reasons, as it succeeds generally “at least locally and presumably almost everywhere.” As a general principle, given the above reasons for rejection, Bivalence would still be a weakly valid principle. Even so, he agrees with Dummett in thinking that when “warranted” is a substituted for ‘true’ Bivalence will fail (1992, 64). But, for reasons we have already seen, Wright thinks it a serious mistake to try to substitute any form of warranted assertibility for truth, as they simply do not have the same meaning, and to urge such a substitution is ultimately to reconstrue the concept of knowledge and truth in ways that render them no longer rooted in, and recognizable as, reflective of ordinary usage. So, Wright is supportive of Bivalence, for reasons rooting in his support of DS and non-epistemic conceptions of truth, and accordingly supportive of classical realism insofar as that would be implicated by adherence to Bivalence.

			56. For critical discussions of deflationism, and minimalism, see, for example, Wright (1992; 1999); Hawthorne and Oppy (1997, 170ff); Horwich (2001, 149–65); Halbach (2001); Gupta (1993); and McDowell (2000).

			57. Interestingly, it is difficult to find any self-styled deflationist or minimalist asserting that there are no decidably true propositions in the ordinary, non-epistemic sense of ‘true’ captured or fixed in Tarski’s biconditionals. So they are not arguing for the vacuity of the clear and simple concept as we ordinarily understand it. But they do want to say that the concept of truth is vacuous if it is thought to refer to some substantive property all true sentences have in common. I submit that the only way to make this position consistent is to assert the disquotation view adopted by people who, like Quine, affirm that saying a sentence is true is simply to assert it. More on this shortly.

			58. This form of deflationism is what Quine referred to as the disquotational view about truth (1953, 138; 1990, 93, 80). But I would add that Quine’s disquotationalism here is a purely nominalistic construal of what is asserted in Tarski’s schema and T-biconditionals, a view clearly inspired by Quine’s classical nominalism and rejection of abstract entities, both of which root presumably in his naturalized epistemology.

			59. As cited in Halbach (2000, 187).

			60. This same point, incidentally, is advanced by John McDowell who, in commenting on the expressive or complimentary usage of ‘true’ affirms that we might just as easily be construed as asserting primarily that the assertion is true in the “disquotational” sense of ‘true,’ and thereby be asserting of the assertion that it has the objective property of asserting to be the case what is the case (2000, 109ff). When McDowell refers to the “disquotational” sense of ‘true,’ unlike somebody like Quine, he means to be asserting that the sense captured by Tarski’s biconditionals is simply the sense in which a statement is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. Quine’s construal of the content of the disquotational sense of ‘true’ so as to advance his deflationary attitude about ‘true’ is arguably an arbitrary and erroneous interpretation of what Tarski’s schema means to assert, namely that a sentence or proposition is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case.

			61. For a full discussion of the various types of liar paradoxes, and a discussion of responses to them, See Gupta and Belnap (1993, chp. 1).

			62. See Gupta and Belnap (1993, chp. 7).

			Part III Notes

			1. Doubtless, there are more distinctions we can draw by way of expanding this taxonomy of species of propositional knowledge and skepticism to at least sixty varieties. For example, we have not here inserted into this combinatory calculus finer distinctions that would go with requiring of knowledge, in addition to justified true belief, a condition of indefeasibility defined in various ways only some of which are captured by reference to the strong sense of justification. Moreover, as noted above, I have overlooked those distinctions between concepts of justification that would require varying degrees of probability to guarantee justification sufficient for knowledge. Some, for example, would require for justification a real probability associated with one’s beliefs very close to 1, while others would require something less, even as little as “more probable than not.” And we do not see here distinct forms of skepticism based on the logically elusive characterizations of truth within the non-epistemic understanding of truth, or different characterizations of truth within the general epistemic conception of truth. Nor do we have here any distinctions in skepticism based upon corresponding conceptions of justification where that would extend to non-propositional justification in purely semantic terms where the concept of ‘evidence-giving’ or ‘evidence-
having’ is not to be understood by appeal to other known propositions or beliefs, but rather by following some semantic rule whose justification lay in the semantic realm insofar as adopting a language including such a rule advances a major cognitive goal we have chosen, such as adapting successfully via precise prediction in terms of beliefs generated by following such rules.

			2. For a discussion and rejection of global strong skepticism, the thesis that nobody is ever justified in believing any proposition, see Almeder (1994; 1999, 60–64), Fumerton (1995), and Lycan (1988).

			3. In “Defining Justification and Naturalizing Epistemology,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (October 1994) and then later again in Harmless Naturalism: The Limits of Science and the Nature of Philosophy (1999, 60–64) I examined at length the argument that nobody is ever demonstrably justified in believing anything because there is no non-circular or non-question-begging defense of any particular characterization of epistemic justification. Given that there are mutually exclusive conceptions of epistemic justification, and given that one cannot non-circularly defend one’s chosen conception of epistemic justification, it would appear that we cannot decide what epistemic justification consists in, and so there is no way of demonstrating that anybody is ever justified in believing anything. In response to this line of reasoning, I argued there that this thesis is a self-defeating thesis because if the conclusion that nobody is ever justified in believing anything is correct, then nobody could be justified in believing the premises seeking to show as much, and so the argument comes to grief simply because the thesis is self-defeating. There I also sought to show that there is something self-defeating about the skeptic’s question “Are you justified in accepting your definition of justification?” and that the question itself actually presupposes a question-begging conception of justification on the part of the strong global skeptic. While I continue to believe that this second argument is also sound, we need not rehearse it here. It seems so clear now, at least, that the skeptic behind the argument that there is no non-circular way of defending any preferred conception of justification needs to be justified in believing the premises of his argument and that that need is effectively prevented by the conclusion of the same argument to the effect that nobody is ever demonstrably justified in believing anything.

			Even so, paradoxically enough, there does not seem to be any non-question-begging or non-circular way of defending or justifying any particular conception of justification, and that conclusion certainly seems to lead to the further conclusion that nobody is ever demonstrably justified in believing anything . . . if, that is, we are justified in accepting the premises, which is precisely what the conclusion says we cannot be. Apart, then, from any other argument one might give (such as the one I offered in Harmless Naturalism) to show that this argument fails, it clearly also seems to be a self-defeating argument for the view that nobody is ever justified in believing anything at all about anything.

			In Harmless Naturalism I argued that, in confronting the skeptic’s question “Are you justified in believing your definition of justification?” we should not describe the activity of determining which conception of justification is acceptable among mutually exclusive concepts as the activity of justifying one’s preferred conception of justification. But that certainly seems problematic by way of providing a non-arbitrary alternative description for what we are doing. Here perplexity seems to inherit a good deal of the high ground. For an interesting and different view on this same subject, see Ernest Sosa’s essay “Philosophical Skepticism and Epistemic Circularity” (1994, 263–90).

			4. Owing to the inspiration of the late Robert Nozick, incidentally, the BIV hypothesis is sometimes said to be epistemically insensitive because no matter what the evidence for its falsity, that would be the same evidence for its truth; whatever evidence Smith had for claiming that he was not a brain in a vat is precisely what one would expect Smith to have if one were a brain in a vat. In other words, no matter what the evidence one might cite for the belief that one was not a brain in a vat, the fact that it is precisely what one would cite even if one were a brain in a vat renders it a belief one would continue to accept, no matter what the 
evidence, even if it were false. Nozick’s view was that if one’s belief is insensitive to evidence in this way, that is, no matter what the evidence, one would continue to believe it even if it were false, then it could not be an item of knowledge (see Nozick 1981; and DeRose 1995; 2009).

			 5. There is apparently one exception. It is difficult to see how one could be mistaken in thinking one is thinking even when whatever one believes, or sincerely asserts, about the content of whatever it is one is thinking about is always erroneous or unjustified. But then again this too might well depend on what one means, or should mean, by ‘thinking.’ If, for example, one thinks that when one is thinking one is merely talking quietly to oneself, and if in fact thinking is not a matter of merely talking quietly to oneself, one would be mistaken, Descartes notwithstanding, in thinking that one is thinking.

			 6. See John Austin (1961). Also, in his examination of the Classical Argument from Illusion, which he thinks is largely responsible for anti-realism and idealism, John McDowell makes the same Austinian point when denying defeasibility while accepting fallibilism (McDowell 1998c).

			 7. Keith DeRose 1995, as also cited in Skepticism: A Contemporary Reader, eds. Keith DeRose and Ted Warfield (New York: Oxford University Press 1999) 183–219. 

			 8. The painted mule example is Dretske’s, but the use of it by advocates of BIV and AI should not be taken to suggest that for Dretske, knowledge requires the elimination of every logical possibility of error rather than every relevant alternative possibility of error in the context at hand. This latter condition is quite distinct from the requirement to eliminate all logically possible alternatives.

			 9. For an example of the skeptic’s argument that one must eliminate all possibility of error in order to know what one claims to know, see Peter Unger (1971) and Keith Lehrer (1970).

			10. For this same claim, see DeRose (1992, 1995, 2009); Cohen (1987, 1988); Williams (1991); and Lewis (1979; 1996, 559).

			11. For the same point see Dretske (1981, 363–67) and Stuart Cohen (1998).

			12. We will need to eliminate from the ranks of contextualists those who, like Dretske (1998), will deny that in order to attain knowledge of the world the generalized need to eliminate relevant alternatives extends, as in the second example, to a general requirement to eliminate the logical possibility of error. For this group, among which I would include myself, the need to eliminate relevant alternative possibilities under the context at hand cannot sanction the generalized requirement to the effect that one can only know that P if one excludes any logical possibility of not-P. More on this shortly.

			13. Richard Feldman makes a similar observation when he claims that the contextualist says that when the standards are raised causing us to abandon our former ascriptions made before the standards were raised or changed, we need to say we no longer know what we did know in the former context, when in fact we just do not say that. We say rather that we did not know what we thought we knew (Feldman 2001, 77). Palle Yourgrau made the same point earlier (1983, 183). It is easy enough, in any case, to imagine the contextualist reply to Feldman’s observation, namely, that nevertheless we ought to describe it that way if we are to solve the puzzle. But that would not be DeRose’s response.

			DeRose has argued that one cannot say, after one has introduced something like the painted mules possibility, “I did know then that it was a zebra,” but one can say “my previous knowledge claim was true.” He adds that saying such things would have a point only if one was interested in the truth value of the earlier claim, rather than in the question of whether in the present contextually determined sense one knew or knows, or didn’t or doesn’t (1992, 95; 2009).

			In the same place he also questions, in response to Yourgrau’s point that if in a relaxed context X knows that P, and then afterwards somebody introduces the question of whether X really knows what X has claimed to know (because, for example, there is now new evidence that a relevant alternative to P asserting that what one had formally asserted is not true,) and if nobody can satisfactorily eliminate the possibility of error, we typically conclude that our earlier claim was faulty. In other words, Yourgrau agrees that we would not say “I did know that P then, but do not, or would not, know it now.” But DeRose denies both that we can say, after the painted mules hypothesis is introduced, “I did know then that it was a zebra” and also that “my earlier claim was false.” He said:

			Similarly, the contextualist may admit that the mentioning of the painted mules possibility affects the conditions under which one can truthfully say that one knows an animal to be a zebra: one now must be able to rule out that possibility, perhaps. But the contextualist need not, and should not, countenance the above dialogue. If in the context of the conversation the possibility of painted mules has been mentioned, and if the mere mention of this possibility has an effect on the conditions under which someone can truly be said to ‘know,’ “then any use of ‘know’ (or its past tense) is so affected, even a use in which one describes one’s past condition, B cannot truly say ‘I did know then that it was a zebra.’ B can say “My previous knowledge claim was true,” just as I can say “my previous location claim was true.” Or so I believe. But saying these things would have a point only if one were interested in the truth-value of the earlier claim, rather than in the question of whether in the present contextually determined sense one knew and knows, or didn’t and doesn’t.

			Yourgrau writes of the zebra case, “Typically, when someone poses a question regarding whether we really know that P obtains rather than some alternative to P, if we cannot satisfactorily answer the question, we conclude that our earlier claim to know was faulty” (183). But do we? But do we (or should we) admit that our earlier claim was false? . . . But it is far from clear that in cases like the one Yourgrau brings to our attention, we should admit that our earlier claim was false, or that our later claim contradicts it. (1992, 95–96)

			The first thing to note with regard to DeRose’s reflections is the contradiction involved in saying, as he does, that after the painted mules example is introduced we can say “My previous knowledge claim was true” but we cannot say “I did know then that it was a zebra.” If my previous knowledge claim that it is a zebra was true, however, then it follows that “I knew that it was a zebra.” So, DeRose needs to say “I knew then that it was a zebra, but I do not know it now” or “I knew then that it was a zebra, but I no longer know.” I agree with DeRose that this sort of utterance is absurd for those who adopt any non-epistemic conception of truth. But this is what he cannot avoid if he does not want to accept the claim made by Yourgrau and others that after the painted mules possibility is introduced, we usually conclude that our earlier claim to know was faulty. If we do not go with the belief that the earlier claim was faulty, that we did not in fact know that it was a zebra, then we must conclude that we did in fact know that P but no longer know. But that conclusion will arguably require abandonment of non-epistemic conceptions of truth, or of truth (non-epistemically conceived) as a necessary condition for knowledge. The problem seems to be that DeRose is reluctant to chose between saying, after the painted mules example is introduced, “I did know that P, but no longer know” and “I did not know that P.” Either way one chooses, one runs into difficulties, but there does not seem to be any option except to choose between the two.

			14. Philosophical Quarterly (2005).

			15. This last point, according to Ernest Sosa, has the further implication that with respect to understanding the nature of knowledge, contextualism is largely irrelevant to any analysis of knowledge for it focuses only on the conditions for true knowledge ascriptions and when it is linguistically proper to say somebody knows something or other, whereas epistemologists typically involve themselves in seeking to understand and state the conditions of knowledge. The predictable response from the contextualist, of course, is that the conditions governing true knowledge ascriptions are in fact those that properly govern correct usage and hence the meaning of “X knows that p.” My response to this objection is that if that is so, then contextualists will need to abandon the truth condition for knowledge, at least as it is usually explicated in non-epistemic terms; and that really raises an important question for them, namely whether in fact the conditions for correctly ascribing knowledge in fact capture the conditions for “X knows that P.” More on this later.

			16. David Lewis, “Probabilities of Conditionals and Conditional Probabilities,” Philosophical Review 85 (1976): 297–315, 297.

			17. The same point is ostensibly the thrust of comments made by Peter Klein in his assessment of contextualism. In different essays (and in personal correspondence) he has maintained that the academic skeptic’s argument is that if closure holds, it holds in all situations and in no situation does one have any evidence to eliminate the skeptical hypothesis, after one has accepted the truth of the first two premises of AI. I take this to mean that if one accepts, as new contextualists profess to do, the skeptic’s argument (AI) as a sound argument, the conclusion should apply in every universe of discourse, even over contexts of common sense, thereby denying the contextualist access to counter-evidence for knowledge in contexts of common sense. For Klein, the closure-accepting anti-skeptic (the contextualist) will hold that there is still evidence for the denial of the skeptical hypothesis in the domain of common sense. So, for Klein, the contextualists miss the point of the disagreement between the skeptic and the anti-skeptic. That’s why, in part, Klein thinks the new contextualist has done nothing interesting by way of confronting the real problem of skepticism (2000, 2001, 2003).

			Similarly, in “Contextualism and the Problem of the External World,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (2004), Ram Neta has argued that the contextualist has misconstrued the skeptic’s claim, and has not responded properly to the skeptic’s claim. For Neta the skeptic should be construed as arguing that we do not satisfy even ordinary standards of evidence, and not simply that we cannot satisfy very high standards of evidence. Presumably, for Neta, contextualism’s granting that the skeptic’s argument is sound undermines the contextualist solution simply because it prevents the claim that under different contexts where some weaker standards of evidence in more quotidian contexts apply, there is ordinary knowledge. Ernest Sosa has made the same point (2003). See n21 below.

			18. For a full discussion and defense of the claim that there are these two distinct senses of ‘knows’ (the strong and the weak) characterized in this way see the author’s chapters 1 and 2 of Blind Realism: An Essay on Human Knowledge and Natural Science (1991; 1997).

			19. See, for example, Anil Gupta’s discussion (1993, 282ff).

			20. In fact, however, in “Elusive Knowledge” (1996, 551ff) Lewis did not say explicitly that the logical possibility of error is a salient relevant alternative to any knowledge claim about the world, and that therefore it must be eliminated, in order to know. He said rather that sentences such as “I know, but I might be mistaken” or “He knows, but has not eliminated all possibility of error” sound wrong even if one has become a contented fallibilist. As far as I can see, Lewis did not subscribe to the contextualist claim that in the stricter contexts of epistemology we know nothing but in the laxer contexts we know, or can know, much. He questioned, rather, what he took to be the starting point of the contextualist position, namely that the mark of knowledge is justification. He asserted instead that justification is neither necessary nor sufficient for knowledge, and if we break the link between knowledge and justification, then it is not by raising the standards of justification that epistemology destroys knowledge. Once that link is broken one may feel free, as Lewis did, to begin his system with the claim that all knowledge is infallible. But he did not see this as ending up in skepticism, because one need not eliminate all possibility of error in order to know that P, but only those that it is proper to eliminate—we can ignore some possibilities of error, if it is proper to ignore them. Instead of then saying that we can ignore the logical possibility of error and still have human knowledge, he proceeded to argue for rules that allow us to distinguish between those possibilities it would be proper to ignore and those we cannot. But it is never clear that any of the rules Lewis stipulated imply that we can indeed properly ignore the logical possibility of error of the sort appealed to in AI (funded on the BIV) for the premise to the effect that, given the BIV, one never knows that P, because one cannot know that not-P.

			Even so, Lewis went on to say that he knows that he has hands (at least at the time he is making the claim), and that we should eliminate “far-fetched possibilities,” and apparently what is far fetched is context sensitive (560). If we are detectives and want to answer the crucial question of whether, for example, Jones knew before he bought the gun that he was vulnerable to blackmail, the reply that he did not know anything, either before or after he bought the gun, because nobody knows anything at all because we could all be brains in vats or deceived by Descartes’ evil demon, would be far-fetched. But why exactly? Is it simply a matter of common sense in the context at hand? Is that not just the conclusion one cannot lean on if AI is sound? Why exactly is AI or the BIV not sound?

			So, it is by no means clear that whatever sort of contextualism Lewis adopted that it can serve as a proper response to AI. It is by no means clear that he accepts AI, at least in so far as the first premise of AI is dependent on the BIV. I think Lewis would say that he knows that he is not a brain in a vat simply because it would be a “far-fetched” possibility that he is a brain in a vat, that the rubric of far-fetched would be instantiated with appeal to the logical possibility of error. In that event, sentences such as “He knows that P, but he has not eliminated all possibility of not-P” sound wrong only because the perplexed hearer fails to understand that the possibility of error mentioned refers to the “far-fetched.” But, again, Lewis never told us just what makes a possibility of error a far-fetched possibility. His particular brand of contextualism is not particularly clear either. That the truth of our knowledge ascriptions to others will depend of what we know at the time, is certainly not anything that too many would deny, but how exactly would that claim by itself show that the skepticism emerging from AI and based on the BIV is unacceptable?

			21. This point reflects on the argument offered above to the effect that the contextualist strategy is incoherent because it begs the question in favor of the existence of common-sense knowledge, and then begs the question against the soundness of AI while simultaneously affirming the soundness of AI. On this point, Sosa has elsewhere noted (see n11 of “Relevant Alternatives, Contextualism Included,” Philosophical Studies [2003]) that what is troubling for Stuart Cohen (1999, 79–89) and many other new contextualists is that the skeptic denies that there is ordinary knowledge, and they simply deny that claim without examining seriously how they can do so while accepting the skeptic’s argument which should, if sound, ordinarily constitute a compelling argument for the view that there is no ordinary or common-sense knowledge. See also n15 above.

			22. Constraints on space do not here permit the detailed examination of the positive merits of Sosa’s Moorean argument for the falsity of the first premise of AI. From the current perspective, it is not unlike the argument I offered above for the reason why the first premise for AI is false. But I am not now sure of understanding his argument in its current form. Hopefully, there will be some opportunity to return to his argument later for a more probing discussion of it.

			23. See, for example, n3 above. Feldman also asserts, perceptively, that another reason for thinking the new contextualism has not dealt with the challenge provided by the traditional skepticism defended under AI is that the contextualist simply assumes that we have common-sense knowledge and that is an assumption that is directly challenged by traditional skepticism based on AI (2001, 80–81). He shares this same objection with others, including myself, Sosa, and Ram Neta (see n14 and n18 above).

			24. See especially Klein 2004, 11.

			25. Presumably this first premise would be no different if one substitutes for BIV the Cartesian Evil Demon Hypothesis, or the Dream World hypothesis.

			26. Basically, he thinks the skeptic’s basic problem with regard to the first premise of AI lay in the skeptic’s commitment to the false view that one’s evidence must be luminous in order to be evidence. He defines luminosity in terms of a condition that obtains or fails to obtain in various cases and the condition obtains if and only if in every case A, if in A C obtains, then in A one is in a position to know that C obtains (95). Recursively, being in a position to know that C obtains means that there is no obstacle blocking one’s path to knowing that C obtains. He notes that, by way of an example, pain is often thought a luminous condition, in the sense that if one is in pain then one is in a position to know that one is in pain (95; see also McDowell 1989). Thus people who lack the concept of pain and who, as a result, never know that they are in pain may still be counted as being in a position to know that they are in pain. He identifies, for various reasons, the skeptic’s position of accepting the condition of luminosity of evidence as running on all fours with the skeptic’s simple rejection of the principle that one’s evidence must be knowledge. But Williamson rejects, for various reasons, the idea that evidence must be luminous. One can love somebody without knowing that one loves somebody, for example, and one can fail to love somebody without knowing that one does not love them.

			Conclusion Notes

			1. For those who think ‘knows,’ in its typical usage, ordinarily means in fact nothing more than “belief highly likely to be true” in the alethic sense, see John Austin (1946, 6), John Pollock (1974, 12–15). For those who think that this is what ‘knows’ ordinarily means in natural science, see Nicholas Rescher (2003, 15–34). Others, of course, have thought that ‘knows’ as it is ordinarily used requires of knowledge certainty in the sense of precluding not only the logical possibility of error but also even any probability of error higher than zero. The latter tend to abandon knowledge for human rationality construed in terms of high probability of truth because they see the need for certitude in the ordinary sense of ‘knows’ as requiring evidence demonstrating truth in the alethic sense. See for example, Keith Lehrer’s “Knowledge and Skepticism” (1970).

			2. In chapter 4 of Blind Realism (1992) I have argued that even though we cannot determine reliably which of our beliefs are true, some of our empirical beliefs must be largely correct descriptions of an external world simply because we cannot explain otherwise the long-term predictive success of some of our empirical or scientific beliefs.

			3. For an interesting discussion on Fitch’s thesis on whether there can be an unknowable truth, see Williamson (2000, 270–76).
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