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This class is a survey of some recent themes in epistemology. The class will be centered around some recent responses to the following arguments, and their analogues with justification:

Anti-skeptical:

(P1) I know that I have hands.

(P2) If I know that I have hands, then I know that I am not a brain in a vat (that there is an external world, etc.)

Conclusion: I know that I am not a brain in a vat (or that there is an external world, etc.)

Skeptical:

(P1) I don't know that I am not a brain in a vat (that there is an external world, etc.)

(P2) If I don't know that I am not a brain in a vat (that there is an external world, etc.), then I don't know that I have hands.

Conclusion: I don't know that I have hands. 

The problem with Anti-skeptical is that it seems too easy a way of responding to skepticism. The problem with Skeptical is that its soundness commits us to a skeptical conclusion.


We will focus on four ways of addressing the skeptical paradoxes. We will begin by considering responses that deny the principle of single-premise epistemic closure:

Single-Premise Epistemic Closure: If I know that p, and I know that if p, then q, then I am in a position to know that q.

Those who deny Single-Premise Epistemic Closure, such as Fred Dretske and Robert Nozick, think that the problem with both Anti-Skeptical and Skeptical lies in (P2). What underwrites (2) is Single-Premise Epistemic Closure, so advocates of this strategy take their arguments against Single-Premise Closure to undermine (P2). 


The second strategy we will discuss for treating these arguments is dogmatism. One way of characterizing dogmatism is as a defense of Anti-skeptical. Dogmatism has been defended by Moore, Pollack, and most recently, Jim Pryor.


The third strategy we will discuss for treating these arguments is transmission-failure, defended by Martin Davies and Crispin Wright. According to this line of response, the problem with Anti-skeptical is that it assumes that one's warrant for the premises survives as a warrant for the conclusion. According to these theorists, whatever warrant one has for (P1) of Anti-skeptical does not transmit across the inference as warrant for (P3). 


Finally, the fourth strategy we will discuss is contextualism. According to this response, developed by Stewart Cohen, Keith DeRose, David Lewis, and Gail Stine, attributions of knowledge are context-sensitive. Normal knowledge attributions express truths. But when the possibility of skepticism is raised, standards change, and knowledge attributions then tend to express falsehoods. 


Towards the end of the semester, we will look at some forthcoming literature by John Hawthorne and me, that seeks to adopt some of the resources of the contextualist without incurring its costs. 

Reading

Many of the papers we will be discussing are in Skepticism: A Contemporary Reader (edited by Keith DeRose and Ted Warfield). So it would be useful to purchase this volume.

Other papers (and book chapters) will be made available on reserve in Tanner as the semester progresses.

January 21, 2004: Fred Dretske: "Epistemic Operators" and "The Pragmatic Dimension of Knowledge"

January 28, 2004: Dretske (continued), Gail Stine "Skepticism, Relevant Alternatives, and Deductive Closure".

Recommended: Anthony Brueckner, "The Structure of the Skeptical Argument", Michael Williams, Chapter 8 of Unnatural Doubts.

February 4, 2004: Robert Nozick, Selections from Philosophical Explanations, Graeme Forbes, "Nozick on Skepticism", Timothy Williamson, Chapter 7 of Knowledge and Its Limits.

February 11, 2004: John Pollock, Chapters 1-5 of Knowledge and Justification 

February 18, 2004: James Pryor "The Skeptic and the Dogmatist".

February 26, 2004: Spring Break

March 3, 2004: Martin Davies, "Externalism, Architecturalism, and Epistemic Warrant", Crispin Wright, "Cogency and Question-Begging: Some Reflections on McKinsey's Paradox and Putnam's Proof", Brian McLaughlin, "McKinsey's Challenge, Warrant Transmission, and Skepticism", and Jessica Brown, "Wright on Transmission Failure".

March 10, 2004: Helen Beebee, "Transfer of Warrant, Begging the Question and Semantic Externalism", James Pryor, "Is Moore's Argument an Example of Transmission Failure?"

Recommended: Chapter 6 of Frank Jackson, Conditionals.

March 17, 2004: Stewart Cohen, "How to Be a Fallibilist", Keith DeRose, "Solving the Skeptical Problem", David Lewis, "Elusive Knowledge". 

March 24, 2004: Jason Stanley, "Context, Interest-Relativity, and Knowledge", Stewart Cohen, "Skepticism, Relevance, and Relativity", Keith DeRose, "Contextualism: An Explanation and Defense".

March 31, 2004: Chapter 1 of Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries, Jonathan Vogel, "Are There Counterexamples to the Closure Principle?"

April 6, 2004: Chapter 2 of Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries.

April 13, 2004: Chapter 3 of Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries.

April 20, 2004: Chapter 4 of Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries.

