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314 ERNEST SOSA

or whether all of the value that it imports is assignable simply to its inherent reliability
as a source.

Why not join Habib and Lehrer at the opposite extreme, by agreeing that relevant
coherence suffices on its own to explain all epistemic status, or at least all the epistemic
status proper to a belief that constitutes reflective knowledge? Well, what is the coher-
ence that for them is epistemically relevant? This turns out to be a coherence that
satisfies their defeasibility constraint on epistemically relevant coherence: “that a target
belief that coheres with a system of beliefs can be defended by the system against [all]
objections to the belief.”

I find these ideas congenial, and nothing commits me to rejecting every form that
they might take. Once we understand what “objections” are and what is required for a
proper “defense” against an objection, it may well be that there is a substantial overlap
between these ideas and my own formulations. It all depends on how the key notions
are understood. In order to see better into this issue, however, we do need to sce what
might figure as an “objection” to a particular belief, as held by a particular subject. In
fact this concept is so understood by Habib and Lehrer as to raise some serious questions
for their view.

Three things are suggested as potential “objections” against which a belief must be
defensible if it is to constitute knowledge: first, that the belief is not formed in an
appropriate way or derived from a reliable source; second, that the circumstances in
which the belief is formed are not propitious to the formation of true beliefs; and, third,
that the belief is not properly connected to experience. Accordingly, in order for the
system to exhibit appropriate coherence, it must include the resources to defend against
these objections. And this is said to involve its containing beliefs that counter the
objections: beliefs in the respective negations of the three objections.*

Two questions come to mind. First of all, objections can apparently be framed in
epistemically normative terms: thus, see “appropriate way,” and “propitious circum-
stances,” and “proper” connection with experience. So, presumably it would be an
epistemic objection to a belief that it does not constitute knowledge. (Someone says “p,”
expressing thus the corresponding belief. We object: “You don’t know that.”) But this
would seem to trivialize the proposed account, according to which in order to know that
2, in so believing, you must have within your belief system true denials of all potential
objections to that belief. If, as suggested, it is a potential objection that you do not know
in so believing, then of course your system must contain the true belief that you do
know, and this will guarantee that once you satisfy the requirements of this account you
will know. But this trivializes the account. Indeed, one could then replace it with 2 much
simpler view: One knows that p iff one can thus defend against the objection that one does not
know in believing that p.

On the other hand, there is a curiously opposed sort of problem. What is required in
order to know that p, let us suppose, is that one be able to answer potential objections to
the belief that p. And consider now a belief whose presence and truth are required for
such successful defense against a potential objection. Objections to this belief would
themselves seem objections to the original belief, as held then by that believer. But this
threatens a vicious regress. For the system must now contain not only true beliefs that
defend against first-level objections to the original belief, but also true beliefs that defend
against (second-level) potential objections against the first-level defensive beliefs. And so
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on. No belief will hence amount to knowledge unless it is embedded in an infinitely
complex actual corpus. And this lies beyond human capabilities.

So my doubts about the proposal are (a) that it reduces to the trivial alternative that
one knows that p iff one knows that p; and (b) that if in some non-ad hoc way Habib and
Lehrer are able to rule out of consideration any such objection as “But you don’t know
that!”, so as to avoid the triviality fate, they still face a potentially vicious regress. For
consider one’s defending beliefs against objections to one’s belief that p, and call these
“defenders.” The problem is that objections to defenders would seem to count indirectly
as objections to the original belief, so that a full defense of the original belief against all
potential objections to it would require a mind housing an actual infinity of defending
beliefs. None of our minds would seem spacious enough for that.

6 Philosophical Skepticism
Reply to Barry Stroud

Stroud doubts that we can attain a philosophically satisfying account of our knowledge of
the external world if we think that our knowledge is based on but goes beyond what lies
open to our direct awareness. If we view our perceptual knowledge as does the indirect
realist, then we are hard put to see how we could gain any such philosophically satisfying
understanding. This is brought home if we compare our situation with that of a crystal-
ball gazer who thinks that what he can see in the ball enables him to tell about matters
beyond. Such beliefs could be reliably acquired if their subject matter were suitably
related to what can be seen in the ball. Similarly, on the indirect realist picture we can
know about external reality if the experiential basis for such beliefs is suitably related to
their subject matter. In each case, if there is a suitable relation between our basis and
what we believe on that basis, then our beliefs repose truth-reliably on that basis. But if
we do not know that there is such a relation between our basis and what we believe on
that basis, then we attain no philosophically satisfying understanding of how we know on
that basis.

It is hard to disagree with that analysis. If our acceptance of an account of a certain
subject matter is to give us real understanding of that subject matter, then it must at a
minimum be true, but more than that it must be something we know to be true. Mere
beliefs about how people know what they do will not constitute understanding, will not
give “a satisfactory explanation of human perceptual knowledge.” Moreover,

even knowing that people know things in that way would not be enough, if knowing is
simply a matter of fulfilling the conditions Sosa’s theory says are sufficient for knowledge.
All the theorist can appeal to in accounting for his own knowledge as more than confident
belief are the perceptual experiences he knows he has had, the beliefs he holds, which he
believes to be the result of those experiences, and the theory of knowledge that he also
believes. That theory says that if one further condition holds, then he does know what he
thinks he knows. And he believes that that further condition holds. But still he remains in
no better position for understanding himself as knowing what he thinks he knows than
someone who reflects on his knowledge with equal confidence and in an equally satisfactory
way and yet knows nothing at all.
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Or so we are told; and here we have reached the distinctive core of Stroud’s particular
form of skeptical doubt. About his distinctive view, we must ask: Why might it be that
even our knowledge that people know things in a certain way would still not yield
philosophically satisfying understanding of how they know? Why is it that the theory we
know to be true as to how it is that they know still fails to give us any such understanding?

The question is whether holding such a theory leaves anyone in a position to gain a
satisfactory understanding of knowledge of the world, even if he fulfills the conditions
Sosa’s theory says are sufficient for knowledge. Could someone in such a position come to
recognize himself as knowing, and not merely confidently believing, perhaps even truly, that
sense perception is a way of getting knowledge of the world and crystal-ball gazing is not?
I think that, on the understanding of perception that appears to be involved in Sosa’s
question . . ., the answer is “no.” On that view, what we are aware of in perception is
restricted to features of our perceptual experiences. The external facts we know as a result
of those experiences are nothing we ever perceive to be so. What we get in sense perception
therefore bears the same relation to the world we think we know by that means as what is
seen in crystal-ball gazing bears to the world the gazers think it gives them knowledge of.

We do believe that our perceptual experiences are reliably connected with what we think
we know on their basis.

But anyone who thinks that all it takes to have satisfactory understanding of perceptual
knowledge is to conclude by modus ponens that we know by perception that there are
external things would have to concede that the crystal-ball gazers have a satisfactory under-
standing of crystal-ball gazing knowledge. They could draw the corresponding conclusion
equally confidently from what they believe about themselves.

Remarkably, this is said to be so despite the fact that, while the contents of our experiences
are reliably connected with the beliefs that they yield, the contents of the crystal balls have
no reliable connection with the truth of their deliverances. Thus “there are no reliable
connections between what people see in crystal balls and what goes on in the world
beyond them. If the gazers could raise their eyes from their crystal balls and see what is
so in the world around them, they could see that t0o0.” So, while we can know our
perceptual beliefs to be reliably formed, the gazers cannot know their gaze-derived
beliefs to be thus reliable, and cannot know that they know things about the world
around them by basing them on any such reliable basis.

Stroud’s reasoning now is hard to follow. He had explicitly granted, at least for the
sake of argument, my externalist account of knowledge. So his doubts do not target that
account. He is willing to assume that perceptual knowledge is a matter of perceptual
beliefs prompted truth-reliably by perceptual experiences. How then can he coherently
suppose that if we conclude by modus ponens that we know about the world around us
through perception, given that our perceptual faculties are reliable, then we would be in
the predicament he alleges? He alleges that we then “would have to concede that the
crystal-ball gazers have a satisfactory understanding of crystal-ball gazing knowledge.
They could draw the corresponding conclusion equally confidently from what they
believe about themselves.” But this is refuted by a crucial difference that Stroud and
I both recognize: namely, that we know our perceptual faculties to be reliable whereas
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the gazers believe but do not know their gazing to be reliable. So, how can we be in an
equally good epistemic position to understand how we know, if we do know but they do
not know about the reliability of the faculties involved?

Stroud in any case rejects my appeal to a reliable sensory basis for understanding how
our perceptual beliefs can constitute knowledge, and indeed traces to that particular
feature of my account its failure as a philosophically satisfying account of our perceptual
knowledge. His preferred account would explain rather that we can often enough just
directly see that we can see some external fact to be so, and that we can in this way know
how we know about the world around us. Circularity is here not a threat, since circularity
occurs in reasoning, and here there is no reasoning, but only plain seeing.

I find three problems with this interesting approach. Let us grant, first, that some
perceptual knowledge is direct in not depending on other perceptual knowledge or
distinguishable perceptual experience. Even so, our knowledge that someone else knows
something perceptually does not seem plausibly a case in point. Second, even if sometimes
we know how others know the world around them because we perceive, for some external
fact, that they percerve i (that they perceive that external fact), perception is not the only
source of our knowledge of the external world. Unaided perception is, on the contrary,
a very limited source of such knowledge, if we consider the vast bulk of our stored
knowledge, and the dependence of this knowledge on the likes of inference, memory, and
testimony. So it remains to be seen how we can know about our general possession of
such knowledge, including our non-perceptual knowledge. We would hardly be able to
perceive directly that we enjoy much of our mnemonic or inferential or testimonial
knowledge.

That gives rise to a third problem for Stroud, whose reasoning culminates as follows.

The conclusion I would draw from all this is that in order to achieve a satisfactory under-
standing of our knowledge of the world we must set aside or overcome the idea that the
deliverances of perception even at its best are limited to the character of one’s perceptual
experiences alone. . . . Perceptual knowledge of external things is seen [in externalist accounts
like Sosa’s] as a combination of some prior knowledge which is not knowledge of external
things plus something else. That is what I think leaves us in the plight I have described.

The further problem concerns the vast bulk of our knowledge that, while based on
perceptual knowledge concurrent or past, is not itself perceptual knowledge. A lot of our
knowledge #s after all in some way a “combination” of some prior knowledge plus
something else. Moreover, the supporting facts now or earlier perceived to be so and the
knowledge supported at one or another remove by our perception of those facts, are not
generally connected in ways that we can see or otherwise perceive. If we recall the mai‘n
objection brought by Stroud against externalist reliabilism concerning perception, his
own view seems now ironically subject to that same objection. For the vast bulk of our
knowledge of the external world presumably goes beyond the perceptual knowledge on
which at some depth it is based, and yet we cannot just perceive that the content of that
knowledge is related appropriately to the perceptual knowledge that forms its basis. It
remains to be seen how, despite that fact, we do know all those things about the world
around us that we know non-perceptually, and how we can know in a philosophically
satisfying way that we do have any such knowledge.”



