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Please note: one other work I’d like participants to be familiar with is:

Skepticism: A Contemporary Reader, eds. Keith DeRose and Ted A. Warfield.  New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.
Skepticism, Realism, and Transactional Pragmatism
Frank X. Ryan

Part One: Skepticism and Realism

1. Introduction: A Not-So-Merry-Go-Round

The better part of a century ago, W. P. Montague lamented that realism and skepticism keep trying to outflank one other in a weary “merry-go-round” that spins on and on after hundreds of years.  The cycle is evident: 1) our natural impulse is to naïve or common-sense realism where the world presents itself to us exactly as it is “in-itself” as a mind-independent reality; 2) Despite its intuitive appeal, two insurmountable obstacles confront this simple view: a) the problem of error—if we perceive things “exactly as they are” how could we ever be wrong about anything? and b) the rudimentary scientific posit that awareness of external things comes to us indirectly, e.g. from light-waves or tactile nerve stimulations transmitted from organs of perception to the “mind” (now more commonly the “neural activity of the brain”).
  Such considerations, among others, force realists to adopt a representational view, where the distinction is maintained between the mind-independent world and the world as it is perceived.
  As Montague points out, however, although this accounts for the problem of error, it apparently “accounts for little else.”
  For now  realism becomes a veritable turkey shoot for the skeptic, who needs only to point out that if our cognitive access is restricted to appearances (whether sense data or neural stimuli), then how can we say anything about things as they exist in the mind-independent realm?  Is this the unhappy denouement of philosophy—does the quest for knowledge of reality inexorably lead us to the conclusion that we can know nothing?  One could follow Hume’s inclination to throw one’s philosophy books in the fire or accede to phenomenalism’s preoccupation with appearances.  But the adventurous soul is led to absolute idealism.  If the mind can commune only with its own content, why not admit that reality itself is mind-like, in which case my mind is a part of or manifestation of the absolute mind?  Despite its theological attractiveness, Montague notes that idealism merely recasts, without resolving, the problem of knowledge: for unless, improbably, my mind is or can become the absolute mind, that infinite reach of “mind” remains as inexorably removed from my finite mind is as the thing-in-itself is removed from the appearances of the representational realist.
  But not only does absolute idealism fail to resolve the skeptic’s challenge, it imposes a systematic metaphysics that is a priori, obese, and quite frankly embarrassing to the prospects of a partnership with science aspired to by most empirically-minded philosophers in the twentieth century.  Thus, explains Montague, philosophy comes full circle, returning to a naïve embrace of the sheer immediacy of the world, where idealism is not so much refuted as “gotten over.”  A world where, with G. E. Moore, we can believe a train has wheels when it is not in a station, and I can affirm the external world—quite literally—with a wave of my hand.


Montague himself is a realist, not a skeptic, and he concludes his essay with the plea for a new direct realism capable of surmounting the problems of error and cognitive mediation.  The irony of his essay is that it appeared in 1923, long after most of his cohorts had come to agree his “program and platform” realism had been thoroughly routed by “critical” realism—a renewed form of representationalism.
  Rather than finding an exit route from the merry-go-round of realism and skepticism, it seems,  Montague had helped launch a new cycle!     


Are we still reaching for an ephemeral brass ring, or have advances in epistemology finally shown us the big red lever that applies the brakes?  According to Hilary Putnam, many contemporary philosophers think this calliope cashed its chips a half-century ago when, in response to withering criticisms by Austin, Sellars and Ryle the profession shied away from “sense-data,” “representations,” and other “go-betweens” between knowers and objects known, and began talking about objective knowledge in terms of “mereological sums” and “identity across possible worlds.”  Indeed, the whole subject of perception was brushed aside as solutions were sought in linguistic norms and logic.


In Putnam’s view, this “recoil” was both too hasty and too extreme.  Rather than actually resolving the problem of representation, the tendency has been to settle for “verbal reform” only—e.g. “we don’t perceive things, we directly experience them.”  And yet, to ignore or brush past four centuries of concerted effort to understand and respond to the “critical” problem of perceptual representation not only risks grasping a ring of paper rather than brass, but fails utilize the considerable leverage to be gleaned from history. For Putnam, the new problem of “how language hooks on to the world” is, at bottom, a replay of old questions about “how perception hooks on to the world.”
  
But if representation and perception are back on our the agenda, then so to is the specter of radical skepticism, and it’s indeed gratifying to see philosophers taking the problem seriously again, even if the vocabulary has shifted from direct versus representational realism to “internal” versus “external” forms of realism.  Internalists have gravitated either toward Putnam’s semantic theory of reference or various forms of contextualism.  The initial rallying point for externalism was Alvin Goldman’s causal realism, which subsequently evolved and gained momentum as “process reliabilism.”
  And though neither Putnam nor Goldman advanced their views as strategies specifically against skepticism,
 others have applied them to this end, and it seems evident that an inability to overcome skeptical objections would count seriously against the claim of either to be a satisfactory theory of knowledge.


This essay has three objectives, two of which forge an alliance of convenience with skepticism against realism.  First, I will try to reinvigorate the force of skepticism by distinguishing two forms that are often confused—a weaker form that asserts a) we cannot know any statement about which we are not absolutely certain, and a stronger form Ralph Barton Perry dubbed the ego-centric predicament: from the assumption that I have direct access to the contents of my own mind (or brain), I cannot claim to know anything about what purportedly lies beyond it in the mind-independent world.  Secondly, I will argue that the ego-centric predicament undermines both internalist and externalist attempts to defeat skepticism.  Against internalism, we find that a) Putnam’s brain-in-a-vat who says “I am a brain-in-a-vat” claims something no one with a proper appreciation of the ego-centric predicament would attempt to assert, and b) a contextualist who allows one set of criteria for “everyday” claims while another for “philosophical” claims to knowledge stakes out, given the ego-centric predicament, only a kingdom of appearances, while conceding the inaccessibility of reality to the skeptic.  

Externalism, if anything, fares even worse.  Although, as I shall argue, appeals to causes in the external world and the reliability of perceptual apparatus may well play a role in empirical explanations, they fail miserably as epistemological attempts to overcome the ego-centric predicament.  The war between the externalist and the skeptic has several battlefields—disquotational schema, the closure principle, and counterfactual conditionals—but the underlying dispute keeps returning to the question of whether our cognitive content can lay claim to a causal connection to the external world without begging the question.  As persistent critics like Barry Stroud keep insisting, the claim that “if our theory about perceptual reliability is true, then we can affirm an externalist account of how our beliefs are connected to things in the external world,” wrongly places an evidential burden on a claim that is merely hypothetical.
  But to restate the claim in a way that provides genuine evidence of knowledge presupposes knowing our beliefs are reliably connected to things in the world—thus begging the very question at issue.       


As noted, however, our alliance with skepticism is temporary, intent merely to demonstrate the inadequacies of current forms of internalism and externalism.  Stroud seems right in concluding that overcoming skepticism requires nothing less than a fundamental reevaluation of the knowing process itself, of “getting the human condition right.”
  A very brief sketch of one approach to such a reevaluation, the third objective of this essay, appeals to what might initially be called “radical internalism,” or, with an acknowledged indebtedness to John Dewey, “transactional pragmatism.”  As we shall see, transaction dissents from the forms of pragmatism that locate the origin of knowledge in the interaction of organisms with external environments, relies upon  “common sense” or stresses the wholesale naturalization of knowledge.  Such views are too closely aligned with traditional realisms, and are equally vulnerable to skeptical attack.  Transactional pragmatism, to the contrary, is attuned to the “permanent Hegelian deposit” in Dewey’s thought, and is committed to the ontological interdependence of  subjects and objects, universals and particulars, knowers and knowns.  Though amenable to systematic development, for the purpose of overcoming skepticism we’ll rely on four tenets for the purposes of this presentation: 1) having (noncognitive experience) is as integral to our understanding of “what is” as knowing (explicitly cognitive experience); 2) accordingly, “what is is what it is experienced as”—a “Postulate of Immediate Empiricism” sustaining an aggressively pluralistic ontology rooted in effective contexts of use; 3) what can be said to “be” or exist is ineluctably related to how it becomes a determinate outcome of problem-solving activity—whose most advanced and illuminating form is the method of inquiry, where, quite literally, to be an object is to be an objective of inquiry; and 4) although philosophy and empirical inquiry utilize the same methodology, philosophical questions are more general (e.g. “what is objectivity?”) than those of the special sciences—from which it follows that the radical reduction of the problem of knowledge to neurophysiology or any other special science is ill-advised.


As we shall see, transactional pragmatism undercuts skepticism because it holds that perceptual states and external things have identical cognitive and ontological status—both are experienced “objectives of inquiry,” and in this sense both are equally “mind-dependent.”  “Mind,” however, denotes not what’s between one’s ears, but an entire system of meanings in which ideas are successfully objectified in the encountered world.
  To be sure, a door is an object most of us master early in life, whereas the neurophysiology of “seeing a door” is highly complex and intelligible to only those with advanced training.  As “objectives of inquiry,” however both the door and the neurological state are, as Dewey says, equally “open and above board.”  There are important and difficult empirical questions as to how one is connected to the other, but not the philosophical quandary about how a being limited only to a subjective mental state can “get outside” that state to something intrinsically “mind-independent.”  On the radically reconstructed world-view of transactional pragmatism, that problem simply doesn’t arise.                                                     
2. The Ego-Centric Predicament and HOLI


Our first task, accordingly, will be to see whether representational realism can withstand the attacks of radical global skepticism.  Descartes and many others have agreed that the rationale for extreme skepticism is persuasive:  If I can doubt that these are my hands, in apparently optimal conditions of observation, then questions of doubt in special circumstances become moot.  Local skepticisms, to the contrary, are both less inclusive and seem to presuppose some resolution to the problem of global skepticism.  To even worry whether the goldfinch I’m seeing is real or papier-mâché, for example, presupposes veridical perception of some external object—the very issue in question.  In addition to deemphasizing local skepticisms, some familiar forms of global skepticism will also be put aside: arguments about hallucinations and dreaming, in particular, tend to provoke empirical discussions we wish to avoid.  And if the very concepts of dreaming and hallucinating make sense only in contrast to the possibility of being awake and sane (even if we can’t tell for sure which conditions we’re in), then some occasion of veridical perception is presupposed—again, the very condition questioned by radical skepticism.
       


Location!  Location!  Traditionally, skeptics and nonskeptics alike have tended to agree that Descartes’ “evil genius” presents the strongest case for radical global skepticism.  Descartes, of course, famously proposed that all my thoughts, including not just sensations of objects but even mathematical inferences, might have been induced in me by a powerful demon bent upon deceiving me at every turn.  A quarter century ago, Ole’ Friar Rush was treated to a makeover in the form of Hilary Putnam’s notable “Brain-in-a-Vat” (‘BIV’), where I am a disembodied brain in a vat whose afferent nerve endings are electrochemically stimulated to simulate all the experiences I commonly associate with the real world.  These days, it is customary for BIV-supported skepticism to be framed in the form of a simple valid argument I’ll call the Skeptical Argument:


The Skeptical Argument (SA)


P1. I don’t know that not-H.


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

  
Therefore,


C. I don’t know that O.

Here ‘H’ is any suitable skeptical hypothesis, e.g. “I am a BIV,” and ‘O’ is any hypothesis one would ordinarily believe one knows, such as “I have hands.”  The battle is then engaged between skeptics who support the argument and critics bent upon undermining one or more of its constitutive statements.  


Before joining the fray, however, it is important to introduce two further points of clarification.  As stated, the SA is ambiguous as to whether it is challenges the certainty of any claim to knowledge, or casts doubt on the ability of any being whose cognitive access is to representations
 to “get outside” of these in order to report (or even speculate about) what’s “really there” in the external world.  Descartes himself failed to differentiate these criteria, casting knowledge as something that must withstand even the slightest possibility of doubt, while alluding to the hopeless task of trying to detect the machinations of the evil genius from the content of our own minds.  Worries that  absolute certainty is too restrictive to serve as a reasonable ground for knowledge motivate many “common sense” refutations of skepticism, from Reid’s incredulity to Moore’s claim that he doesn’t have to rule out every possible skeptical alternative in order to know he has hands.  Yet, as we shall see, they also underlie sophisticated attempts to relegate skeptical hypotheses to remote possible worlds, or claims that they “raise the bar” for knowledge claims to an unreasonable height.      


I agree with those who find skepticism based upon “bare possibility” unacceptably weak.  Not only do I reject the notion that knowledge must traffic with self-evident truths or intuitions, for my own part I’ve never encountered anything stronger than beliefs we just happen to feel strongly about and contrary to which we currently have no reasonable alternatives.  Accordingly, I concur that the more likely option is the one that justly commands our belief.  But the central claim of the “ego-centric predicament,” to cite the especially apt ascription Ralph Barton Perry coined a century ago, is that likelihood or probability plays no role in attempts to characterize the external world from the standpoint of our cognitive contents.  

The problem the ego-centric predicament poses for representation is not about  subtle calculations of probability, but one of elementary geography.  Like many capital endeavors, it all boils down to “location, location!”  Given the presumption that we have direct access only to our cognitive content (the sensation or neural event on the left), how do we “get outside” of such content—even once—to see what kind of physical existence (the “real” hand on the right) supposedly caused it?
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At this juncture, I realize, it’s hard to stifle a yawn.  We’ve heard this all before—most of us in our first philosophy class.  And certainly even the majority of externalists demonstrate their awareness of the situation when they admit, as most do, that the sensory experiences of the BIV would be indistinguishable from a non-envatted counterpart perceiving a real world.  Yet the tendency to backslide, whether in tacit retreats to “likelihood” or explicit appeals to the “reliability” of perceptual mechanisms, is sufficiently widespread to justify fortifying the ego-centric predicament with an additional consideration I’ll dub, for the benefit of a playful acronym, Hume’s Other Law of Induction.           

 
Hume’s first concern about induction, of course, is his famous critique of causation.  As good empiricists we can only affirm what we can observe or measure, and in observing the relation we call “cause and effect” we see only the discrete behavior of two phenomena, and never the connecting causal power or force purportedly between them.  Hume’s conclusion, that causation is only the habit of constructing relations we find interesting or beneficial, still packs a punch against externalist claims that causation is some objective property (or whatever) of the world itself.  Of primary interest to us, however, is Hume’s Other Law of Induction (HOLI), one of several rejoinders to Paley’s “Argument from Design.”  Paley famously argued that the order and design manifest in the natural world demonstrates the existence of an intelligent (though unseen) designer.  Hume regards this as an incorrect use of induction; properly employed, induction proceeds from repeated observations of some phenomena or activity (we call the cause) to a general rule or principle about that kind of phenomena or activity (we call the effect).  In other words, induction moves from like to like—that every giraffe so far observed has a long neck warrants the inference that giraffes have long necks.  Paley’s induction, however, is not like this.  From observed artifacts of natural intelligence he infers something unobserved and unnatural: namely, divine intelligence.  In short, Hume accuses Paley of improperly proceeding from like to unlike.
 


Applied to the ego-centric predicament, Hume relies on essentially the same reasoning to challenge Locke’s claim that regularities among percepts and ideas are at least suggestive of regularities among their external causes.  Regularities among percepts and ideas predict future regularities among percepts and ideas, but they have no evidentiary value regarding the nature of the mind-independent world.  They neither confirm nor disconfirm anything we’re inclined to say about such a world.


Again, it’s almost embarrassing to belabor such a mundane point, and I wouldn’t raise it at all if appeals to “plausibility” and “likelihood” didn’t keep popping up in refutations of skepticism—surprisingly, perhaps, in internalist accounts of brains-in-vats  and contexts just as often as blatant appeals to the external world.  To be armed with the ego-centric predicament as kept honest by HOLI, however, is to be ready to take on challenges to the skeptical hypothesis.          
3. Semantic Realism 


Keith DeRose has described semantic realism as a “heroic” anti-skepticism, the contemporary successor of “Descartes’s God as the slayer of skeptical hypotheses.”
 
And in fact Putnam himself, the Sir George of this tale, admits that his precondition for representing or referring to the external world is “reasoning a priori,” though “not in the old, ‘absolute’ sense.”
  Suffice it to say that semantic realism is not compelled, unlike its epistemic counterpart, to take into account empirical claims about the reliability of perceptual apparatus and the like.  Instead, it considers what must be involved if a being is genuinely able to refer.  Semantic realism, in Putnam’s hands, denies “magical” theories of reference reliant upon the internal contents of one’s own mind; instead, one cannot refer to an external thing unless one is, or at least has been, causally connected to it in some way.


To BIV or not to BIV.  I will not belabor Putnam’s argument for why we cannot be brains-in-vats, for it is both well-known and exceedingly simple.  The claim “I am a BIV” is necessarily false, or self-refuting.  This is because if I am not a BIV, to say I was one would be false.  And if I am a BIV, I cannot refer to a vat (but only to a “vat-image”)—accordingly, “I am a BIV” is also false.  And since the claim “I am a BIV” is false, I am not a BIV.


Putnam saw himself as building a case for the preconditions of reference, rather than a refutation of skepticism.  Its connection to the latter is easily seen, however, and not surprisingly has attracted a lot of attention.
  One obvious problem is that Putnam’s argument doesn’t prove we aren’t BIVs, but only that we can’t truthfully assert that we are.
  But highlighting the disconnection between what is and what we can say about it only seems to intensify skeptical doubt.  We could be BIVs, but we couldn’t truthfully say that we are.   


Another objection, to my mind more interesting, questions Putnam’s notion that we must be causally connected to an external object in order to refer to it.  Thomas Nagel has argued that so long as we have a conception of what it would mean to refer, we can  understand and talk about something beyond our access without the additional requirement of an actual causal connection.  A BIV who supposes it is limited to vat images, brain images, and even brain-in-vat images, has a general conception of “referring” because it can imagine these images causally linked to afferent nerve stimulations, just as a non-BIV can imagine its representations causally linked to external objects.
  


No Quotes, Please!  Putnam, however, has defenders bent upon fortifying his argument by closing the aforementioned gap between what we can say about things and how things are. One such approach appeals to the disquotation principle, where a quoted statement in a metalanguage is linked to a disquoted statement in an object language:


‘I am not a BIV’ is true if and only if I am not a BIV.

The metalinguistic statement on the left bears quotes because its referent is another statement, namely the statement on the right.  The statement on the right loses its quotes—becoming disquotational—because its referent is an actual object in the world. Only a non-BIV causally linked to real external things is privy to an object language, thus only its utterances have disquotational content.  A BIV, on the other hand, is not connected to such things, hence it is not entitled to an object language.  Moving from a metalinguistic statement on the left only yields another non-disquotational statement on the right:


“I am not a BIV” is true if and only if ‘I am not a BIV.’


Advocates of this strategy say it helps us see, in a clear and logically coherent way, Putnam’s claim that if statements made by a BIV have truth conditions at all, they are surely “strange” conditions.  For only non-BIVs have an object language, only they can talk about things. BIVs, to but it bluntly, can only talk about talk. 


If our earlier point has merit, of course, and if BIVs can refer, then the disquotation principle as sketched here is in trouble, since BIVs would be every bit as entitled to an object language as non-BIVs.  But even worse, the principle seems viciously circular: only on the assumption that one is causally connected to external things can one have an object language, and know that one’s truth conditions are disquotational. But in that case the disquotation principle is of no use in resolving skeptical doubts about external things.
 


Not unmindful of such concerns, Putnam’s supporters have rallied to the cause by offering improvements to disquotation by way of strict conditionals, indexicals or relevant alternatives.  I suspect the first two are circular,
 and will discuss additional aspects of the third later.  But rather than slog through a rather dense thicket, the sake of the argument let’s merely concede Putnam’s original point.  Let’s allow that a BIV can’t refer, and that the mere articulation of “I am a BIV” is self-refuting.  What might we learn from this?  


The X Factor.  If we attend to the lessons of the ego-centric predicament and HOLI, we might learn that our fears about radical skepticism are not lessened under such a scenario, but intensified.  For any BIV mindful of these postulates would know better than to say, “I’m a BIV,” and that the consequence of such an assertion is bound to be incoherency or worse.  For the lesson of the ego-centric predicament is that nothing can be surmised about anything “outside” or “causally connected” to our cognitive contents.
  Indeed, if Kant has any say in the matter, “outside” is a form of sensible intuition (space), and “cause” is an intellectual category requisite for the ordering of such contents.  If one is to think anything at all about the forbidden realm, it would certainly not be so speculate that one is in a vat, but at most merely “Something X.”  And contrary to an externalism based upon indexicals, Kant’s lesson is that this “X” marks no spot; it must not draw us, however tentatively or mysteriously, to contemplation of the “in-itself.”  Instead, with respect to perception it is a negative principle, a limit, a prohibition, a warning not to approach, at least as a philosophical problem, the understanding of our world in this 

way:
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According to Kant, failure to grasp the function and limitations of the understanding, what Stroud calls “getting the human condition right,” leads to  antinomies—confusions of reason that indicate our entire way of framing an issue must be wrong-headed.  Quite likely, then, Kant would not be at all surprised at Putnam’s funding that a BIV asserting “I’m a BIV” generates a self-refuting claim!
  And the pressing question remains: how do we know we’re not BIVs?  Or, less fantastically, perhaps, but no less cogently, how do we know we fulfill Putnam’s condition for reference—being reliably connected to the external world?  The sorry denouement of the BIV’s failed attempt at reference is, at least to this point, a somber warning of what we must not to think about that semantic realism seems to intensify rather than alleviate. 

4. Epistemic Externalism


BIVs aside, the form of semantic realism Putnam advanced in the 1980s is comparatively resilient to the charge of trafficking in the in-itself.  Inspired by Kant, his “internal” realism decries “magical” theories of reference, a ready-made world, and dedicates itself to figuring out how “the mind and the world jointly make up the mind and the world.” 
  Some critics have claimed that internal realism isn’t a genuine realism at all, but a thinly-disguised idealism.  They find a more robust realism in epistemic externalism, which is less concerned about the coherency of our beliefs about the world, and more concerned about how being connected to the world in certain ways constitutes knowledge.
     


Let us revisit the Skeptical Argument: 

P1. I don’t know that not-H.


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

  
Therefore,


C. I do not know that O

Epistemic externalists trace their pedigree to a long line of empiricists, but none more prominent than G. E. Moore.  In his notorious argument, Moore waves one hand, then the other, raises a bushy eyebrow, and from these “premises” declares he has proven the existence of external objects.  Anyone with the slightest comprehension of the skeptical dilemma might feel justified in decrying this as an example of arrogant buffoonery, but externalists say “not so fast.”  Moore states that he finds P1 plausible, for he cannot show that a skeptical hypothesis is false.  Nevertheless, he declares that he knows he has hands (O), therefore he knows not-C, the negation of C.  One way to defend Moore is to allow that he affirms both P1 and not-C, but in realizing that they contradict one another, he upholds not-C as more relevant to his circumstances.  Such a strategy, however, would be disallowed by HOLI, since relevance appeals to likelihood or probability not available to a being in the ego-centric predicament.


Bringing Closure to the Argument.  A related, and much discussed, variant of this approach has been Fred Dretske’s exploration of the Closure Principle for knowledge.  The Closure Principle states that if one knows a premise, and knows that a conclusion is entailed by that premise, one knows that conclusion as well.  On these terms, the original formulation of the Skeptical Hypothesis would apparently be a simple illustration of the Closure Principle, for in knowing I can’t rule out I’m a BIV, and knowing that if I can’t rule out I’m a BIV then I can’t know I have hands, C follows inasmuch as I know I can’t know I have hands.
     


According to Dretske, the intuition that the Closure Principle is sound occurs when its constitutive statements have fully penetrating operators.  Consider the example, “if it is necessary that P, then it is necessary that Q, then the necessity of P entails that of Q.”  Here the operator (or prefix) necessary is fully penetrating—closure is achieved because the premises do in fact entail the conclusion in all conceivable circumstances.  Other operators are non-penetrating.  For instance, P and Q entail Q.  But consider the case where it is strange that Bill and Julio got married (to each other), but not at all strange that Julio got married.  Unlike “necessary,” “strange” is a non-penetrating operator found in argument forms that fail to achieve closure: we could affirm the premise, and affirm that the premise entails the conclusion, but reject the conclusion due to the presence of a non-penetrating operator.
   

Dretske’s key move is to claim that epistemic operators—“believes,” “asserts,” and especially “knows”—are semi-penetrating operators.  They achieve closure in some cases, yet fail to do so in others.  A prime example of the latter, claims Dretske, is the Skeptical Argument.  I can know I don’t know I’m not a BIVs, and know that if I don’t know I’m not a BIV, I can’t know I have hands, yet reject C and assert not-C: I know I have hands.  This, indeed, would render intelligible Moore’s claim he knows many things he cannot prove.           

Old and New Reliabilism.  Not surprisingly, perhaps, Dretske’s strategy has been a hard sell.  From time immemorial the closure principle has been the backbone of deductive reasoning in general, and epistemic argumentation in particular.  For Moore, or anyone, to admit they don’t know whether they’re a BIV yet conclude they have flesh and blood hands seems mighty strange.  Even a soggy-wetware pragmatist such as myself, who sees logical entailment as a useful practice rather than an apodictic necessity, finds Dretske’s examples of epistemic semi-penetration underwhelming.  That the church is empty entails there is a church, but, he asks, does my reason to believe that the church is empty mean I must have a reason to believe it is a church?  Dretske says no, and it is clear that I need not cognitively or consciously think “it’s a church” as I’m searching for occupants.  But if I had no reason to believe it’s a church, albeit in a tacit or dispositional way such that I could explain it when called upon to do so, how would I know where to look?  And since all epistemic entailments become suspect should closure fail, bringing down the house of reason by kicking out this cornerstone seems a high price to pay just to crush the pesky skeptic.                     

A more direct and historically well-precedented approach to externalism claims that knowledge requires having a true belief that is causally connected to the world in some reliable way.  Alvin Goldman, who in 1979 pioneered a version of the theory that has since flourished as “process reliabilism,” framed his theory not as a refutation of skepticism but as reply to Gettier counterexamples.
  Still, if a system of causal connections and inferences can be established between our representations and the mind-independent world, the ego-centric predicament would be vanquished, and a number of contemporary externalists have dedicated themselves to just this goal.      


The disputants on both sides have trouble getting onto the same page because process reliabilists tend to regard the mind-world connection as a largely empirical problem falling within the province of neurophysiology and neurophilosophy.  Skeptics counter that this completely misses the point—that from the perspective of representations (however construed) any evidence of perceptual or cognitive mechanisms are themselves accessible to us only as representations.  One reliabilist sensitive to this impasse is Christopher Hill, who both grants that radical skepticism is philosophically challenging and allows that skeptics need not acknowledge empirical claims because they have shown that “considerations of reliability can have no bearing on the points at issue.”
  Hill further offers a very fair defense of the Skeptical Hypothesis:

First premise: We are justified in preferring one hypothesis over another only if we possess evidence that more strongly supports it. 

Second premise: In deciding between a Real World Hypothesis (RWH) and a Skeptical Hypothesis (SH), we may focus exclusively on facts involving our “sense experiences and their purely sensory characteristics.”

Third premise: Our sensory evidence supports RWH and SH to the same degree.

Conclusion: We do not know that RWH is true. 

According to Hill, the only premise that seems to require further elucidation is the second premise, which he supplements with the Evidence Principle:


To count as evidence, extramental facts outside of our representations must be 
known to us.  But since we are aware of such facts only as representations, 


they are, in a sense, included within our representations.  To determine whether 
we may prefer RWH to SH, consequently, we are entitled to set all extramental


evidence aside and focus on sensory evidence.
 


Having construed the SH fairly, Hill proceeds to attack it.  The Evidence Principle is offered as justification for inferring Premise 2.  But in fact, Premise 2 makes a claim about evidence more restrictive than what appears in the Evidence Principle—it has content not asserted in the more general claim used to support it.  The key difference is this: whereas the Evidence Principle merely requires us to focus on sensory evidence—Premise 2 restricts us to focusing on sensory evidence qua its purely sensory characteristics.  However, says Hill, “sensory evidence” can be construed as including informational characteristics experiences possess “in virtue of their causal and probabilistic relations to extramental objects and events.”
  Whereas the Evidence Principle is neutral about whether such characteristics can be considered, Premise 2 explicitly prohibits them.  Because it is built upon a faulty inference, Hill claims the Skeptical Hypothesis is doomed.  


At this juncture, however, the skeptic will undoubtedly press Hill on these “informational” characteristics.  To be sensitive to the ego-centric predicament and HOLI is to realize that relating sense-experiences to “extramental objects and events” is specifically prohibited.  Hill, moreover, knows this, and has appealed to it in overruling traditional externalist replies!  The skeptic, in short, can simply reject the Evidence Principle.  The force of SH is carried in Premise 2, which states that, so far as we can know or prove, the informational characteristics of representations are confined to representations.  And since there is no inference, there is no faulty inference.  Skepticism is alive and well.      


Hill might reply that the possibility of allowing reliabilist criteria in the assessment of sense experiences is not an assertoric claim, but only a weaker (and thus more defensible) conditional one; indeed, he merely asks us to suppose our experiences could have been produced under normal conditions of perception.  This would align Hill with a more conventional defense of process reliabilism offered by Ernest Sosa.  Sosa seems less than wildly enthusiastic about reliabilism, but having discounted internalism and other forms of externali
 sm, he concedes it is “here we must make a stand” if skepticism is to be resisted.                        


Sosa’s Circle Game.  The intuitive appeal of reliabilism, we recall, is that we normally don’t think of knowledge merely as some privileged set of sense experiences.  Instead, “I know the mail carrier is coming down the street” if, in fact, the mail carrier is coming down the street, I believe it, and my perceptual-cognitive apparatus is connected to the world in a reliable way.  Appealing to this intuition, Sosa rebuffs what he sees as excessive demands for justification on the part of critics such as Stroud.  For in his view, Stroud is not content that one have a reason for a belief, but further insists on “other beliefs that constitute one’s reasons for holding the given belief.”
 This, of course, generates the justificatory regress that has swallowed the internalist, and which the reliabilist has every right to resist.  In supposing, as Hill might say, that the experiences that justify our claims are produced by the real world under normal perceptual conditions, we have all we need or could hope for as a sufficient ground for knowledge. 


In reply, Stroud argues that Sosa has misunderstood his intention.  He is not counting on justification to rescue a general theory of knowledge, and he is not endlessly seeking reasons for reasons.  His concern, in fact, is not with reliabilism or any specific externalist strategy, but with the very quest for a “general theory of knowledge” itself.  Still, infinite regress aside, even Sosa surely grants that a theory is acceptable only to the degree to which it can be defended or supported, and in the case of reliabilism the conditional “if” is wafer thin.  Any conclusion, no matter how outlandish, can be supported supposing a key supporting premise is true: if whatever we clearly and distinctly perceive to be true reliably tracks knowledge, then we could reliably track knowledge; if (to cite Walter Alston) crystal balls reliably track knowledge, then we could reliably track knowledge!
  So the “defense” of reliabilism amounts to something like this: If I’m reliably hooked into the world, then I have knowledge of the world; but if I’m not reliably hooked into the world, then I don’t have knowledge of the world.” No wonder Stroud finds this form of externalism “ineliminably unsatisfactory.”
          


Although Stroud stops short of accusing the externalist strategy of blatant circularity, a number of other critics have no such qualms.  For in saying that my account of the world is true supposing I am reliably hooked into the world, I must assume the truth of my claim about being reliably hooked into the world.  As Alston puts it, since we must accept the conclusion in order to be able to justify the premise, the externalist argument is ‘epistemically circular.’  And, as we have seen from the counterexamples above, because they can’t distinguish genuine connections to the world from crystal ball gazing—i.e. reliable from unreliable justifications—epistemically circular arguments should be disqualified.
    


Sosa, however, is only now ready to make his final stand.  Let us concede that the reliabilist argument is circular.  Must we conclude it is viciously circular? After all, he continues, any valid argument connects premises to conclusions only by assuming the reliability of our overall way of forming beliefs.  Any further attempt to justify this overall way of forming beliefs could only establish that certain premises and conclusions cohere better than others, thus we rely upon these to justify our way of forming beliefs.  Stroud and Alston seem uncomfortable with the fact that some other way of forming beliefs, e.g. a BIV way instead of a reliabilist connection way, would be indistinguishable by this appeal to coherence.  In that case, replies Sosa, this is a “discomfort we must learn to tolerate.”  And, in any event, it doesn’t challenge the inescapability of circularity in effective argumentation.
  


An outspoken critic of “coherence” externalism, Sosa freely admits that knowledge requires more than internal coherence alone. Each claim must be true, and the circularity of premises and conclusion must be virtuous, whose test is aptness: given the coherence of other statements that form and sustain it, to count as knowledge a claim would be held by a subject if and only if it were true.  Because even virtue, in this sense, does not guarantee truth, Sosa admits that his conditions fall short of a “fully general, legitimating, philosophical understanding of all our knowledge,” and further concedes that such a goal is not only unattainable, but incoherent.  Nonetheless, it is sufficiently general, and certainly preferable to rampant epistemological relativism.
      


What can we say about this?  Perhaps surprisingly, I must admit there’s something about the appeal to circularity I find attractive.  Ultimately, a reply to externalism and skepticism alike may well turn on whether the circularity to be accepted is virtuous or vicious.  Sosa’s appeal to counterfactuals—that a claim would be held by a subject iff it were true—also deserves the scrutiny to which we’ll subject it in the next section.  These points aside momentarily, the skeptic still has a seemingly knock-down rejoinder in pointing out the radical gap between coherence and truth in Sosa’s account.  As we have seen, a BIV and non-BIV can have identical sensory experiences, in which case the BIV’s beliefs may be every bit as coherent as the non-BIV’s.  But the truth of their claims is completely independent of coherence, and is not warranted by any appeal to it.  Accordingly, the second condition of Sosa’s criteria can never be known to hold: we are, at best, right back in the predicament of allowing only that if we are reliably connected to the world, then knowledge is possible.  But in this case Sosa’s whole argument still rests in the unacceptably fragile arms of a conditional premise.         
5. Relevant Alternatives and Contextualism

Another way to look at what we might charitably call the impasse between the externalist and the skeptic returns us to the sort of reasons each feels obliged to give on behalf of knowledge claims.  Although Sosa laments an infinite regress of justifications, the real difference seems to be of kind rather than quantity.  For Sosa, knowledge that the mail carrier is coming down the street involves a set of coherent experiences, e.g. seeing the truck parked up the block, knowing the carrier’s typical route, etc.  The skeptic, to the contrary, is demanding an account of how one’s representation of a mail carrier can be known to correspond with a mail carrier in the external world.  Again we recall Moore, who qualifies his “proof” that he has hands with the disclaimer that “of course” he hasn’t proven he isn’t dreaming, and admits he knows of no way by which global skepticism can be refuted.
  


In pursuing this suggestion, we find the attempt to defeat skepticism is what has brought semantic and externalist realisms to woe.  Instead, perhaps skepticism can be quarantined—conceded its own “special” kind of doubt, while “normal” criteria prevail for ordinary, scientific, and most philosophical claims to knowledge.  In this broad sense, contextualism has had an impressive array of adherents.  Hume’s spadework in distinguishing “reflective” doubts from “vulgar” everyday preoccupations, subsequently  cultivated by Austin, Malcolm, and the later Wittgenstein, now counts Crispin Wright, John McDowell, David Lewis, Robert Brandom and Michael Williams among its able  nurserymen.  Recent developments have expanded Hume’s dual standards into a multiplicity of tiers.  One general orientation looks for conventions or rules specifying appropriate levels of epistemic rigor for varying conversational contexts and doxastic practices.  On this view, the skeptic’s ruse opens with a statement obviously knowable in a context with ordinary epistemic standards, bit then abruptly raises the standard by introducing a skeptical doubt that refutes its claim to knowledge.  Thus the claim I’m holding up a hand, as opposed to a prosthetic device or oven mitt, must suddenly lock horns with nutrient filled vats and evil geniuses.  Given, however, that knowledge claims in virtually all our linguistic practices are satisfied by ordinary epistemic criteria, they are preserved from the skeptic’s “perverse” or ludicrously high “philosophical” standards.  Though not defeated, the skeptic is effectively quarantined.  

By itself, this strategy seems unsatisfactory.  Even if we grant that epistemic standards vary according to context,
 it seems we must possess evidence that the skeptic’s standard is outlandish in order to call it “perverse”—something HOLI specifically prohibits us from doing.  Indeed, rather than being able to scoff at skeptical doubt as a mere and marginal nuisance, with close attention to the problem we’re likely to be bothered by the opposite intuition—that a high epistemic standard confirms how things really are, all things considered.  It might be “practically rational,” as Alston argues, to affirm our “sense perception practices” among our doxastic practices, but it’s equally hard to shake the deep discomfort of having to accept that our reign is, for all we know, ultimately over a mere kingdom of appearances—the denouement of an undefeated ego-centric predicament.       

How Insensitive?  Instead of simply leaving the matter with varying epistemic standards, then, perhaps a more careful examination of the standards appropriate for specific linguistic practices will more adequately justify their worth.  The “Relevant Alternatives” approach, appropriated by semantic realists as well as contextualists, pursues just this strategy.  As we have seen, for example, it is argued that the Skeptical Hypothesis is not relevant in cases where closure is denied, operators don’t fully penetrate, or nondisquotational claims cannot be assumed.  Seeing how such forms function within our actual linguistic practices, therefore, may help us distinguish whether or not skeptical doubts are permissible.   

We also recall, of course, that the skeptic has ready replies to challenges based upon closure, epistemic operators, or disquotation.  But a fourth strategy exists—the appeal to subjunctive conditionals pioneered a quarter century ago by Dretske and Robert Nozick.  The basic idea is that any knowledge claim x, in addition to being believed and true, must also meet the following two conditions:

1) If x were not true, I would not believe it.
2) If x were true, I would believe it.
  

As we noted in passing, Sosa cites the second condition in his account of knowledge; Nozick, however, finds the negative expression especially elucidating.
  When 1) holds, we may say I am sensitive to knowledge, or am able to track the truth; when 1) does not hold—when I would believe something even when it is not true—my assertion is insensitive to knowledge.  Nozick originally turned to subjunctive conditionals to  overcome Gettier counterexamples without the shortcomings he saw in Goldman’s causal theory.
  And they indeed appear to hold up well in such cases.  Knowing Jones has always owned a Ford (and thus being justified in this belief), but nothing about the whereabouts of Smith, I would believe my claim that Jones owns a Ford or Smith is in Barcelona, and this disjunction would be true if Jones has just sold his Ford but Smith coincidentally is in Barcelona.  My belief is thus both true and justified, but on Nozick’s account it is not knowledge because it is insensitive—I would still believe my disjunction even if it were false because, unbeknownst to me, Jones has sold his Ford and Smith is in Boulder.  Or consider this ordinary example.  A computer technician tells me my phanzel processor has fused and must be replaced.  I’m completely ignorant about computer innards, so for all I know he’s telling the truth even if he’s actually lying to charge me for an expensive repair.  On the other hand, if I knew there was no such thing as a phanzel processor, I wouldn’t believe his claim if it wasn’t true. 


Since our focus is skepticism, this is not the place for an extended consideration of subjective conditionals in a general theory of knowledge.  Nevertheless, I suspect their  plausibility has something do with the fact that they surreptitiously traffic in justification, though many contemporary externalists would be loathe to admit it.  After all, if asked why I would not believe the technician’s diagnosis unless it were true, what more is to be said beyond the fact that I can explain why the technician is lying?  Nozick wants to minimize evidence and reasons, but isn’t it obvious that as beliefs become more sensitive to knowledge—the more likely I am to disbelieve them if they are false—the more evidence I should be able to marshal on behalf of my doubts? 
  But if the subjunctive conditional actually reflects various degrees of old-fashioned justifiability, why impose this more exotic criterion upon knowledge—especially when, as we shall see, it pretends that evidence is irrelevant as it turns its spade against skepticism?
 

Not to get too far ahead of ourselves, however, let us return to what Nozick regards as an unexpected bonus—a novel answer to radical skepticism.  To see how this works, let’s revisit the Skeptical Argument:  

P1. I don’t know that not-H.


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

  
Therefore,


C. I don’t know that O.

According to Nozick, antiskeptical arguments have seemed ineffective, and rightfully so, because they have mistakenly attacked P1, the so-called Skeptical Hypothesis.  Nozick, however, is more than willing to concede P1.  In fact, the negative subjunctive conditional demonstrates its force.  As we’ve seen, a BIV and non-BIV may have identical sensory experiences, so nothing about my status can be decided on the basis of evidence alone.  Supposing I’m a BIV, then I’m not an embodied person in what I call the real world.  But even if I were not an embodied person in the real world, I would still believe I was.  The negative subjunctive conditional thus shows that believing I’m an embodied person is insensitive—it fails to track the truth.  In fact, concludes Nozick, it shows us that almost everything we believe really could be false.
             


Although subjunctive conditionals can’t directly refute the Skeptical Hypothesis, they can be used to deny closure, and thus undermine the Skeptical Argument.  The closure principle, as we have seen, roughly says that if one knows that p, and knows that p entails q, then one knows q.  Closure holds when knowledge is construed as true belief, but what happens when we introduce the negative subjunctive conditional?  Supposing p is “born in Philadelphia” and q is “born on earth,” I would normally say that given knowledge of p, and the fact I know p entails q, I must also know q.  When we consider negative subjective conditionals, however, this symmetry seems to break.  For (p) “If I was not born in Philadelphia, I would not believe I was” seems a lot more plausible than (q) “If I was not born on earth, I would not believe I was.”  Instead, I would more likely believe the latter statement’s insensitive counterpart, “If I was not born on earth, I would still believe I was.”  Expressed as negative subjunctive counterfactuals, then, I can believe in p, believe that p entails q, and yet not believe that q.  Consequently, when such counterfactuals are a criterion of knowledge, closure can be denied.  

Radically Skeptical Hypotheses, of course, strain sensitivity to the breaking point.  And it is for this reason, we recall, that we are pulled to the insensitive version of the conditional: “If I were not a normally embodied person, I would still believe I am one.”  Nozick’s remarkable finding, however, is that the same intuition that bolsters the Skeptical Hypothesis undermines the Skeptical Argument.

P1.  (p) I don’t know I’m not a BIV.


P2. If (p) I don’t know I’m not a BIV, then (q) I don’t know I have hands.

  
Therefore,


C. (q) I don’t know I have hands.  

Under normal circumstances, given (p) and the fact that (p) entails (q), we would have to accept the skeptical conclusion (q).  However, once we consider these circumstances in light of the negative subjunctive conditional, the following distinction becomes evident: 

(p*) If I were a BIV, I would still not believe I was.

(q*) If I did not have hands, I would not believe I had hands.     

Clearly, both statements are believable, and equally so.  So far as belief is concerned, they have equal epistemic force.  However, we can also see that (p*) is insensitive, it does not track truth; (q*) on the other hand, is sensitive, it does track the truth.  Consequently, we can accept (p) and the fact that (p) entails (q), but we can accept (q*) without accepting (p*)—since, by our definition of knowledge, (q*) tracks the truth, yet (p*) does not.  Upon returning to the non-subjunctive forms, therefore, we can see that I can believe I don’t know I’m not a BIV, believe that if that were the case, I would not have hands, and yet not only believe, but know, that I have hands.
   
 
With an impressive display of technical forte, Nozick has thus reinvigorated Moore’s argument from common sense.  Perhaps the radical skeptic cannot be refuted, I cannot know I am not a BIV; yet I still know I have hands, and can easily prove they are not oven mitts or prostheses.  And since virtually all of our concerns about knowledge and belief involve the latter sort of claims, the skeptic is effectively quarantined.  


According to Keith DeRose, Nozick’s anti-skeptical strategy is better than most because it not only takes skeptical arguments seriously, but reveals, through subjunctive conditionals, why such arguments are persuasive.  This may be so, but the very transparency of the gambit leaves the skeptic with multiple targets.  First is the option of simply denying (p*).  On this argument, one could wonder what dues paying skeptic would actually believe she’s not a BIV if she were?  Even in granting that radical doubt is psychologically unsustainable, the skeptic could still assert it is rational “all things considered,” and that upon a moment’s reflection everyday commitments within the realm of appearances are affirmed as just that—appearances.  This is not the wisest option, however, since we recall that the BIV who asserts “I am a BIV” is vulnerable to Putnam’s argument.  As such, the savvy skeptic shouldn’t simply deny (p*), but object to the very form of the assertion.  As we have seen, no one in the ego-centric predicament has a right to any positive claim about one’s situation—the proper response is to admit we have no idea what’s “out there,” and perhaps in principle can never know.  But then I just don’t have beliefs, one way or the other, about whether I’d think I am or am not a BIV if I were one.  And this conclusion is as damaging to Nozick as it was to Putnam, for regarding radical skepticism, at least, the test of subjunctive counterfactuals is ultimately incoherent.


But the skeptic is just getting warmed up.  Recall our earlier suspicion that sensitivity in subjunctive counterfactuals may, after all, be related to justifiability.  A sensitive counterfactual is one I wouldn’t believe if it were not the case, and that must mean I’d have or could acquire some reason for doubting it.  With an insensitive counterfactual, I’m not sure what would even count as evidence against it, so I’d continue to believe it even if it isn’t true.  Now clearly Nozick is right to say (p*) is insensitive,  assuming (per above) its consequent is amended to something like “I don’t know what to believe:” that, of course, is the sting of all radically skeptical hypotheses.  But how can he assert that (q*) is sensitive—why would I disbelieve I have hands if in fact I have none?  Here Nozick, somewhat incredibly, shifts gears dramatically and resorts to just the sort of evidence Moore appeals to in his proof—“See, I’m waving them around; feel free to inspect them, they’re not oven mitts or prostheses!”
  But wait!, the skeptic surely replies, that’s the very “evidence” P1 prohibits you from appealing to, the sort of “evidence” that does nothing to ameliorate skeptical doubt, and that you yourself have admitted leaves us in the sorry condition where, for all we know, “everything we believe is false”—i.e. virtually all beliefs  may be insensitive.  

For all the pyrotechnics, then, we’re right back in an unhappy Sosanesque circle: To justify ordinary claims to knowledge, in the face of skeptical doubts, we must deny closure.  Nonclosure, however, requires the ability to distinguish sensitive (“truth-tracking”) from insensitive (“non-truth-tracking”) subjunctive counterfactuals.  But no belief counts as sensitive without reasons why I wouldn’t believe it if it wasn’t true, and the very reasons that would establish such sensitivity are disbarred by skeptical doubts!       


Industrial Strength Counterfactuals.  Keith DeRose memorably summarizes these sorts of concerns, far more pithily than I, by pointing out that Nozick accepts an “abominable conjunction:” I do not know I am not a BIV, but I do know I have hands.”  Unlike the naïve antiskeptic, who challenges the first premise of the Skeptical Argument in vain, Nozick ultimately rejects the second premise.  In so doing, however, he fatally disregards its strong intuitive pull.  After all, notes DeRose, if we accept Nozick’s deep suspicion about denying the first premise, shouldn’t we be equally wary of abandoning the second?
  


When restated as a relation between the premises and conclusion, of course, DeRose’s suspicion is actually about the denial of closure, one we recall he shares with many philosophers.  DeRose’s ambition, therefore, is to preserve and clarify the insightful conversational rule delivered by subjunctive conditionals, while clothing it in the garb of contextualism rather than nonclosure.


It’s hard to imagine systematic treatment of something as intuitively ragged as who would believe what under an endless variety of circumstances.  But interpreted more loosely, as suggestive about the motives and mystique of skepticism, DeRose’s account of subjunctive conditionals is both fascinating and plausible.  DeRose shares my interest in the relation between sensitivity and justification, though he construes the latter broadly, as epistemic strength.  Instead of the direct positive correlation detected in my ability to assess the claim of the computer technician, however, he compares ordinary and skeptical assertions of apparently equal epistemic strength.  To cite a long-discussed example that goes back to Dretske, suppose as a typical patron of a zoo visiting a pen of zebras I am offered the following two statements: 

not-Skeptical Hypothesis


Ordinary Language Claim

Those animals aren’t just cleverly

Those animals are zebras.

painted mules.    

Not possessing any specialized knowledge, I quickly realize my epistemic position is no stronger for the ordinary claim than it is for the alternative whose origins lie in (albeit denied) skepticism.  However, I also realize that my ordinary language claim 1) possesses fairly low epistemic standards—I know these animals aren’t horses or antelope, and as such 2) is sensitive—if they weren’t zebras I wouldn’t think they were.  But in encountering the same situation with the need to overcome skeptical doubts raised about it, I find 1) the epistemic standards are raised—now I have to determine why they aren’t cleverly painted mules, and 2) my belief is now insensitive—given my modest zoological acumen, I’d believe they were zebras even if they weren’t.
   


The connection between sensitivity and raised standards is obviously not coincidental.  As we saw with the case of the computer technician, to admit that my belief is insensitive is to realize I’m so ignorant about the actual facts I couldn’t even detect a deception.  Any adequate claim to knowledge, therefore, at least requires an increase in epistemic strength such that my belief becomes sensitive.  Unlike Nozick, however, DeRose doesn’t insist upon sensitivity as a condition of knowledge.  His point, instead, is to show how skeptical doubts create a quest for sensitivity that raise epistemic standards to high, perhaps unreasonably high, standards. 


To see how this exposes the skeptic’s gambit, let’s revisit the Skeptical Argument, this time (coordinate with the zebra example) denying the skeptical conclusion.

P1.  I don’t know I’m not a BIV.


P2. If I don’t know I’m not a BIV, then I don’t know I have hands.

  
Therefore,


Not-C.  I know I have hands. 

With Nozick, and against the naïve antiskeptic, DeRose accepts the first premise.  On ordinary standards P1 looks false, but as a skeptical hypothesis it is insensitive—even if I were a BIV I’d think I wasn’t (on Nozick’s terms)—and that drives the epistemic standards up to a level where I see the skeptic is right, I can’t tell whether or not I’m a BIV.  But Derose parts company with Nozick on P2, agreeing that if  I don’t know I’m not a BIV, I can’t know I have hands—after all, how could I?  According to DeRose, since the antecedent and consequent are of roughly equivalent epistemic strength, the consequent will follow from the antecedent even under relaxed epistemic standards.  But what of not-C?  “I know I have hands” is an ordinary language assertion; it is sensitive, and satisfied by evidence of low epistemic force—these are not oven mitts or prostheses.  But I now notice that the skeptical doubt introduced in P1 has driven up the epistemic requirements of not-C.  It has now become insensitive: if I can’t know I’m not a BIV, then I can’t know I have hands.  And knowing that I’d believe I had hands even if I didn’t propels me into the quest for high, no doubt hopelessly high, epistemic standards.
  An invariantist who allows only a single standard for truth is forced to follow either 1) the externalist alternative of denying either P1 or P2, or 2) the option of swallowing both premises and thus the skeptical argument itself.  But a neo-contextualist has a third alternative, that of accepting both a) those cases in which ordinary standards adequately track truth and b) extraordinary standards imposed when skeptical doubts are entertained.  Not only, then, is the aspiration of earlier versions of contextualism fulfilled—the skeptic is effectively quarantined—but now we understand the structure of his gambit and why it has seemed so persuasive: driving the epistemic standards of P1 to excessively high standards has similarly infected the conclusion.        


DeRose’s solution is highly attractive, in my view several notches above the other alternatives we’ve considered.  And if neo-contextualism succeeds in getting us to the external world, it certainly offers a promising strategy against local skepticisms involving stuffed goldfinches, papier-mâché barns, and cleverly painted mules.  For flexible epistemic standards block the regress of reasons that stymie some internalist approaches and compel refugees like Sosa to take shelter in externalism.
  But can DeRose’s contextualism deliver the external world without, unlike the others, shaving points against the skeptic?  Regrettably, it cannot.


Let’s begin with the question we put to Nozick: why are ordinary language beliefs sensitive, whereas skeptical hypotheses are insensitive?  DeRose’s answer to this involves the Rule of Sensitivity, which he cashes out in possible world semantics.  Roughly, as epistemic standards are raised, increasingly distant worlds are encompassed in order to track the truth of knowledge claims.  Sensitive statements, e.g. “I have hands,” involve a cluster of relatively close worlds, including worlds where I don’t have hands for “ordinary” reasons such as combine accidents.  Insensitive statements that raise our epistemic standards, e.g. “That’s a cleverly painted mule,” expand the sphere of possible worlds to include the closest possible worlds where it again becomes sensitive, i.e. we wouldn’t believe it’s a zebra if it’s actually a painted mule (say, by having sufficient anatomical knowledge to distinguish the features of a mule from a zebra).  Possible world semantics, of course, can restate increasingly remote possibilities in the actual world as actualities in increasingly distant possible worlds.  In terms of the actual world, therefore,   DeRose himself admits that this amounts to the assertion that “skeptical hypotheses tend to fasten on somewhat remote (and sometimes very remote) possibilities.”
  But this consideration of possibilities returns us to the crucial difference between radical and local skepticisms Nozick missed, now crystal clear when stated on DeRose’s terms.  Where the local skeptic is indeed intent upon driving up epistemic standards by suggesting  increasingly remote possibilities (or distant worlds), the radical skeptic has the very different aim of showing that degrees of possibility, and with them the varying epistemic standards they establish, are not determinable given the provisions set forth by the ego-centric predicament and HOLI.
  The Rule of Sensitivity says remote possibilities require more evidence in order to make insensitive beliefs sensitive.  Radical skepticism says no amount of such evidence makes any difference whatsoever, and that since the proper response is to admit we don’t know what to believe about in-itself reality, we’re not contrasting ordinary “hand” standards to high “BIV” standards.  Epistemic standards, and the subjunctive counterfactuals that supposedly convey them, are simply irrelevant to the claims of radical skepticism, properly understood.


A related, yet less overtly dismissive, approach to the same conclusion involves noticing that even DeRose is slightly disingenuous about meeting radical skepticism on its own terms.  He chides Nozick for embracing the abominable conjunction, and prides himself on the open-mindedness of realizing that since he can’t know he isn’t a BIV he can’t know he has hands.  But what, then, is the ground of his “ordinary” conviction that he has hands?  How can he answer his inner skeptic who points out that, so far as he can know, he’s only distinguishing hand-appearances from prosthesis-appearances, and knows nothing about actual hands?  Besides, it’s only from a prior commitment to ordinary beliefs that one can intelligibly talk about “driving up” the standards via skeptical doubts.  Even a moderate local skeptic would not see things this way, however.  “Hands, zebras, what’s the difference?” she’d say.  “My epistemic standards are high for both.  Moreover, my belief in each case is equally sensitive: since I’m suspicious about these being hands or zebras in the first place (I’m a skeptic, after all!), I certainly wouldn’t believe they were if they weren’t.”


   Coming Clean.  So even DeRose’s ingenious solution brings us back to the impasse, the Circleville standoff that, if anything, gives the edge to the skeptic who can claim her standards are not artificially high but reflect the inevitability of our epistemic situation, all things considered.  And consequently that only, in some not-so-innocent sense, by starting from or assuming the legitimacy of our ordinary beliefs can we build the epistemological apparatus that can quarantine the skeptic.  To the credit of his honor, if not his argument, DeRose frankly admits keeping one foot on terra firma even in permitting the skeptic’s embrace:


In claiming that my belief that I have hands is sensitive, I betray my conviction    


that I’m not a BIV, either in the actual world or in any nearby worlds.  Indeed,


I’m ready to admit to the skeptic that if I am a BIV, then I don’t know I have 


hands, according to any standards for knowledge.  But, of course, as I firmly


believe, I’m not a BIV.
                         

How blatantly circular is this?!!  Here DeRose appears bent upon assuaging one common worry about contextualism in general—that it concedes too much to the skeptic.  To grant the skeptic’s fantastic world genuine epistemic status is to risk losing the real world, especially when the skeptic can claim the high ground of reason “all things considered.”  Indeed, DeRose makes no bones about the fact that he sees skepticism as much sturdier than the internalist and externalist attempts to defeat it.  Indeed, the only strong rival to skepticism is neo-contextualism itself, and in terms of ambitions and techniques the two are in virtual lock-step with one another.
  So what could possibly motivate us to contextualism over skepticism?  Only this, according to DeRose: Contextualism can explain why not being able to prove I’m not a BIV leads to doubts about my ordinary knowledge claims—that it generates an insensitive belief which drives up the epistemic standards of all the beliefs involved, including the one about my own hands.  Skepticism does no such thing; it does nothing to justify even the plausibility of its own premises.
         


At one level, this claim is surprising, for earlier DeRose very clearly differentiates “effective” skeptical hypotheses from ineffective ones, such as the mere unsupported assertions that I don’t have hands or don’t have hands because I’m an intelligent dog.  An effective skeptical hypothesis, he says there, helps us understand why our ordinary belief might be false.
  But at a more candid level, and as the above quote shows, perhaps DeRose is just dropping the ruse we’ve been playing along with throughout our sojourn.  In saying, “as I firmly believe, I’m not a BIV,” he’s not merely claiming he doesn’t believe he’s a BIV, but that he’s not a BIV.  So why kid ourselves?  We all know that evil geniuses, BIVs, and braino-caps are thought experiments from the minds, respectively, of Descartes, Putnam, and Lehrer.  DeRose knows these are exercises in fantasy, I know it, and you know it too.  And, as we saw in our discussion of Hill, the skeptic suckered into arguing about evidence in such cases has scuttled his own schooner. 


But that’s precisely where the ego-centric predicament and HOLI differ from BIV scenarios and skeptical arguments that build upon them.  Of course it’s ludicrous to say “I’m a BIV,” and Putnam waits to  extract his pound of flesh from anyone foolish enough to try it.  But the ego-centric predicament is not ludicrous—it’s what seems to follow inexorably from the assumption of representations.  Once I’ve distinguished the problem of certainty from that of the loci of cognition, then given the presumption that we have direct access only to our cognitive content, how do we “get outside” such content—even once—to see what kind of physical existence supposedly caused it?  Add HOLI to the mix, and we find that regularities among percepts and ideas predict future regularities among percepts and ideas, but they have no evidentiary value regarding the nature of the mind-independent world.  They neither confirm nor disconfirm anything we’re inclined to say about such a world.  Seriously entertaining the possibility I’m a BIV is ludicrous.  Seriously entertaining the possibility that no belief is warranted about the world beyond the content of my experiences is not—it’s the conclusion with which anyone committed to representationalism should concur.  What more then, could DeRose possibly hope for in terms of a defense or justification of radical skepticism?  


Having thus completed our survey of antiskeptical responses ranging from Moore’s arched eyebrows to the elaborate apparatus of Nozick and DeRose, perhaps we should conclude that Conventional Wisdom has something going for it after all.  Defeating skepticism is the quixotic errand of the heroic fool—good luck and good night!  Avoid it if you can.  When all else fails, swallow your pride and make rude noises at its approach.  But never, ever, offer it an olive branch.  For if you do, you’re more likely than not to lose your arm up to your ankles. 

PART II

6. Toward a New Root Paradigm


Or perhaps not.  Stroud, who has examined the consequences of radical skepticism more thoroughly than most, concludes that it cannot be overcome unless we are willing to reexamine our most cherished assumptions about the world and our relation to it:


If you don’t get your description of the human condition right, if you


describe human perception and cognition and reasoning in certain 


natural but subtly distorted ways, you will leave human beings as you


describe them incapable of the very knowledge you are trying to account


for.
  

Skepticism is thus a warning, a red flag, alerting us to some apparently fatal defect in internalist, externalist, and contextual models of knowledge.  Stroud himself is pessimistic about the likelihood of a resolution, but a resignation to skepticism seems to admit that philosophy, after 2,400 years, still can’t get its own house in order on such   basic questions as truth and knowledge, let alone offer general counsel to humankind.  But where do we begin?  In this venue I cannot adequately articulate, let alone defend, the view I call “transactional pragmatism.”  But if I am able to motivate some discussion of this general approach my present purpose will be served. 


The Phenomenology Waltz.  As we have seen, even nonskeptics such as Hill and DeRose admit that skepticism is not subject to empirical refutation, since the ego-centric predicament and HOLI convincingly reject the right to appeal to evidence beyond representations.  This doesn’t preclude, however, our right to examine “representations,” or leave unchallenged the very notion that they are “representations” of something else.  This suggests, despite justified wariness in the present day, that a phenomenology of experience might be the one way to meet the skeptic on a neutral site.
  If, as William James suggests, we go to experience and see what it has to tell us, we might find that some things we assume as “given” are actually outcomes of cognitive reflection surreptitiously enshrined as “foundations.”  Though not strictly empirical, they have genuine evidentiary status.  The sense-data of associationalist psychology or Moore’s claim that “good” is the ethical equivalent of “yellow” in perception are certainly contestable by the stalwart methods of counterexample, reasoned disputation, or simple confessions of just not “experiencing it” that way.  


Though construed in widely different ways—ideas, sense data, stimulations, neural events—empiricists have largely accepted the basic paradigm that external things become known to conscious subjects via perception and representation: in short, minds conform to objects.  On pain of the “scandalous” skepticism this evokes, Kant trumpeted his “Copernican revolution:” objects conform to mind—though “mind” is not between the ears (after all, a brain is an object), but rather the conditions for being able to experience an object as an object.  These conditions include a sensory manifold configured by sensible forms of intuition—time and space—synthetically integrated with categories of the understanding in a transcendental unity of apperception.  The object is the product, or outcome, of this synthesis.


By his own confession, a youthful Charles S. Peirce spent several years trying to reorganize Kant’s categories, only to ultimately devise a simpler and more dynamic system of his own.  Peirce’s initial discovery is that thought is not the dominant quality of experience.  Thought initiates the passage from doubt to belief.  Belief is a “habit of mind” that guides our behavior in a rote or routine way.  When challenged or conflicted, the ensuing “irritation of doubt” causes a “struggle” to attain a new state of belief. 
  Thought, as inquiry into the nature of the problem and possible ways to resolve it, brings things into thoughts as signs literally significant to the restoration of belief.  Peirce calls this the representative function of signs. 
    


Even in its infancy, then, pragmatism began to reconfigure the traditional view of representation.  Representation does not indicate some psycho-physiological process—be it a sense datum, sensation, or neural event in someone’s head; it is not a “gatekeeper” between the external world and the internal self.  Instead, representation becomes a function of signs in the passage from doubt to renewed belief, a function of inquiry in problem-solving activities.  More of a scherzo reinventing Kant’s categories than a sedate waltz, Peirce’s phenomenological categories of firstness, secondness, and thirdness capture the inferential movement of this dynamic activity.  Firstness is a nonreflective totality, a matrix of habits dominated by what we might now characterize as a “fit” or “gestalt.”  In firstness the pervasive character is quality, but quality is not the “red patch now” of standard empiricism, but the mere possibility of such recognition.
  I’m still invigorated by the combination of astonishment and insight on the faces of students when I suddenly direct them to the blackness of the letters on a page.  Now the blackness is experienced as black, it has become a locus of interest.  But what was the experience immediately before that?  After all, the blackness was there, fully available in the content of perception.  But was it the experienced quality of blackness, or the mere possibility of such an experience that, from the point of view of its previous immediacy, could only be described in terms of an integrated “fit” or gestalt?  Somewhat more broadly, firstness has the inertness of being, of totality—a settled world of nonreflective habits, practices, and customs.
 


For Peirce, secondness takes us from this familiarity, this settledness, into a phase of doubt or unsettledness.  I’m resting in the gondola of a balloon, lost in reverie amid the stars, when suddenly a loud whoosh and whistle shocks me into a state of cognitive alertness where I shortly discover I’ve descended nearly to the smokestack of a passing locomotive.  Secondness, is shock, a sensation of resistance, a sense of transition from noncognitive immediacy to cognitive reflection.  Secondness, is not, even as some pragmatists believe, the “knock of the noumenal” or the calling card of “mind-independent reality,” but rather a transition within experience from the nonproblematic to the problematic.  It is not something that happens to me, but rather the sense of will meeting resistance that is the impetus to a “double-sidedness” awareness of ego and non-ego.  It is an indexical, an intentionality, a gesture toward, whose outcome is a differentiation of subject and object, self and other, mind and world.
  Ultimately,  secondness is ex-istence, to stand-forth, a transition from being to be-coming.  Where firstness is inert and determinate, secondness is free, spontaneous, unpredictable. 


Thirdness is mediation, the cognitive intervention that directs secondness to some discrete thing, for any particular is identified as that thing only insofar as it is recognized in terms of a “suchness” or kind.  Three-quarters of a century before Sellars and Ryle launched their celebrated attack on sense-data, Peirce knew that a sensation recognized as such is not a “given,” but a mediated “taken,” a selection from a vast realm of possibilities within a context of use.
  Thirdness is cognitive, relational, conceptual, general.  It is reality in the sense of a full realization—directed sign-use that brings the conceptual into the physical.

       
Peirce often speaks of the categories as “intermingled,” but absolutely crucial to the transactional view is recognizing the movement of thirdness into firstness, wherein “Thirdness pours in upon us through every avenue of sense.”
  He was adamant that we have no faculty of intuition, either sensible or intellectual, that is a wellspring of  immediate knowledge.  Instead, in learning to navigate our way through life’s challenges,  we discover “leading principles” that tacitly guide our ordinary involvements.  We do not, then carry about a basic stock of “ideas” or “representations” that we “bundle” into objects.  Instead, we construct a constantly enriched matrix of habits, of settled beliefs, whose very immediacy is a product of previous cognitive mediation.         
     
Box or Blueprint?  For the transactional pragmatist, getting the human condition right begins with properly configuring two root paradigms about knowledge.  The first, and vastly more venerable in the western tradition, is the paradigm of containment.  We are thinking things in an external world, and the problem of knowledge involves understanding how representations (or neural events, sensations, etc.) align minds (or propositional attitudes, assertions, or intensions of mind) with how things actually are in that world.  As we have seen, the containment paradigm is the cornerstone of externalism, though direct realists and representational realists differ about the status and role of these representational “go-betweens.”  Even coherentists and contextualists seem to assume the framework of containment, since epistemic systems and standards are generally regarded as revelatory of reality rather than constitutive of it. Regarding the problem of objective knowledge, the root paradigm of containment is that mind conforms to objects.         
                 

Or, this is so only if we are lucky!  Our efforts to this point have argued that trying to substantiate this connection on something stronger than luck—from common sense to causes to counterfactuals—is to draw a pair of deuces to the skeptic’s straight flush.  It was in reaction to this “scandal,” we recall, that Kant reversed the metaphor in a  “Copernican Revolution” whereby objects conform to mind, i.e., to sensible and intellectual conditions of experience.  Kant, in effect, challenged containment with the paradigm of synthesis. Concern that this was not radical enough, that this leaves room for independent “somethings” brought into synthesis, led Hegel to the unity of the absolute and Peirce to the paradigm of inference. 

At a superficial level, at least, it is not too difficult to distinguish containment from inference.  We can differentiate what is known from how one goes about knowing it, the physical traits or observable processes of any given machine from the function of its blueprint or design specifications, a spatio-temporal object from an objective of inquiry.  It is somewhat harder to defend the epistemological notion that knowledge requires acknowledging the reciprocal integration of the what and the how, process and function, objects and objectives.  And the supreme challenge, no doubt, is conveying the ontological idea that an inferential model of objectivity is one way, and perhaps the only way, to achieve a realistic view of containment impervious to global skepticism.  

Although the bulk of the heavy lifting here will be left to Dewey, James offers some provocative transitional thoughts.  What Peirce calls firstness is “pure experience”  for James, the undifferentiated totality of subject-object only subsequently bifurcated in response to a problem.  Peirce’s inferential circuit of belief-doubt-belief is picturesquely recast as a series of “perchings and flights” where conflicting beliefs are cognitively inspected and revised such that we may alight anew on a harmonious “perch.”  Like Dewey, James insists that how something is determined to be is every bit as essential to its reality as what it is determined to be—its origins and relations, it’s “from,” “to,” and “with,” are as constitutive of what it is as its descriptive features and properties.  

Consider, James asks, just how something becomes an external object to us.  We begin with a problem, perhaps the need to get to Memorial Hall despite a bevy of construction projects blocking the familiar route.  We formulate an idea or plan about how to find our way, then test the plan by putting it in to action.  The experience of arriving at the Hall retroactively confirms the idea we had about it.  For James, it is the coordinated parts of the entire experience—problem, plan, execution, consequence—that promotes our confidence in external or “mind-independent” existence.  The “trail of the human serpent” is indeed all over everything, but it’s all over everything with ontological parity.  The plan or idea is not uniquely subjective, while the confirming experience is objective; instead, both are interrelated functions of the experience of objectivity.
 

One of the great advantages of returning to the classical pragmatists is that they lived in an era before the preoccupation with conversational rules and logical baubles obscured the central problem of the locus of perception.  That they liberally invoked the ego-centric predicament to undercut their philosophical adversaries is often underappreciated.  Indeed, Peirce’s famous disdain for “paper doubts” and Dewey’s admonition that philosophy should be concerned with human problems rather than philosophical ones supply fodder for the position that pragmatism is too “practical” to concern itself with global skepticism.  But Dewey, in particular, participated in a half dozen closely reasoned exchanges with the “program and platform” realist Edward Gleason Spaulding, and devoted more than twice that number to the representational realisms of Bertrand Russell, Roy Wood Sellars, Evander McGilvary, George Santayana, and Arthur O. Lovejoy.  

Dewey, whose lifelong “intense emotional craving” was to seek unities and connections in erstwhile dualisms, never renounced his early pronouncement that the ego-centric predicament was among philosophy’s most compelling problems.
  Those who point out that Dewey wasn’t interested in solving the ego-centric predicament are correct, of course, but only because he was obsessed with the much deeper problem of getting the human condition correct, even if it meant the radical repositioning of this  entrenched root paradigm.  In a passage that starts as though it were written by Stroud, but ends with an insight clearly inherited from Peirce, Dewey contests the basic assumption of both realism and idealism.  There is no “problem” of getting to “external” reality because the very move from “internal” to “external” doesn’t make sense.  We must stop 

trying to construe knowledge as an attempted approximation to a 

reproduction of reality under conditions that condemn it in advance to  


failure; a revision. . . should start frankly from the fact of thinking as


inquiring, and purely external realities as terms in inquiries.
  


Notice that Dewey doesn’t speak of realities “in terms of inquiries,” but “as terms in inquiries”—the very bold claim that inquiry is not merely revelatory of objective reality, but in some sense constitutive of it.  Making sense of this admittedly puzzling assertion requires a working familiarity with three essential concepts on our Deweyan tool belt: 1) having versus knowing, 2) the Postulate of Immediate Experience, 3) objectivity within the circuit of inquiry.   


1) Having a F-i-t.  What for Peirce is firstness, and James calls pure experience, Dewey refers to as noncognitive or nonreflective experience.  One key factor in his drift from absolute idealism was Hegel’s appeal to a supreme category of thought, transposed by realists into a privileged relationship between a knowing subject and its object.  Getting the human condition right, to the contrary, involves realizing that full cognitive  awareness is a “flickering” foreground emergent from a peripheral “fringe” and a noncognitive “background” Dewey calls “mind”—social customs, values, and habits constituting a “whole system of meanings as they are embodied in organic life.”
  In other words, in a comprehensive theory of experience “having” is at least as important as “knowing.” 


As we saw with Peirce and James, having is not awareness of an aggregate of particulars, but best characterized as an unanalyzed totality, a gestalt or “fit.”  In reading the previous sentence, the individual letters “f-i-t” were no more cognitively discriminated than their blackness—though, of course, now they are because just now they have become a focus of inquiry.  But what is true of the letters is also true of myself grasping the letters.  In an inference that goes right to the “ego-centrism” of the ego-centric predicament, Dewey argues that the subject-object relation is not inherent in noncognitive experience, but marks a reflective discrimination from such experience in response to a specific need or purpose.  In the original experience of “f-i-t” above, did I experience myself in relation to the letters?  If not then having, contrary to the knowledge relation of traditional and contemporary empiricism, does not begin with the problem of how “my mind” represents an “external object.”  Instead, awareness of “myself” typically arises in response to a disruption of noncognitive having, when something becomes problematic and I am called upon to do something about it—even if the “problem” is merely the invitation to a phenomenological exercise.  

It might be objected that this overlooks an obvious fact: even if I am only now grasping them, weren’t both the letters and I here “all along?”  After all, I didn’t suddenly pop into existence a moment ago!  Fair enough, this is readily admitted.  Notice, however, that this is a reflective statement about “what was there all along,” and thus a different experience from the original having itself.

A persistent critic, however, would press the point.  Of course the integral unity that was had is different from my discrete identification of the letters that was known, but only the latter captures the actual state of affairs.  Both the letters and I were there all along.  Accordingly, neither the letters nor the self was generated by the inquiry.  I merely noticed what was already there. 


2) PIE as an Appetizer.  To answer this kind of objection we must move beyond phenomenological description to explain why having and knowing have equal ontological status; in other words, we have to undercut the traditional distinction between appearance and reality.  Dewey was not fond of the word “ontology,” and late in his career explained that his intent was “to convert all the ontological, as prior to inquiry, into the logical as occupied wholly and solely with what takes place in the conduct of inquiry.”
  With the understanding that this amounts to the usurpation of ontology rather than its abandonment, however, we may turn to his boldest assertion on the topic—the “Postulate of Immediate Empiricism (PIE).” 


To introduce this, let us remember Dewey’s deflationary approach to “reality-talk.”  As a term in inquiry, we recall, appeals to reality have only the functional force of what really works to restore belief in the face of doubt, not the descriptive force of rendering the ultimate content of the world.  Consequently, we would expect Dewey to transform the question of “what is the reality experienced” into “how is this experienced really.”
         


Dewey’s postulate is simply this: “what is is what it is experienced as.”
  Thus the experience of the letters as had is every bit what they are as the subsequent experience in which they are known.  At first blush, to say things are as they are experienced to be seems just plain wrong, if not crazy.  Had they been written in Chinese  characters, would they be scrabble just because I experienced them as scrabble?  Or, if things are just as we experience them, couldn’t we live as infallible gods, creating our realities at will?  Obviously not.  What Dewey means is that the noncognitive experience of the gestalt was that concrete experience—it really was that experience; the incomprehension experienced over Chinese characters was that experienced incomprehension—coupled, perhaps, with the challenge to overcome it by decipher them.  The experience of the discrete letters “f-i-t,” and/or their blackness, finally, was that real experience.  

Dewey does not deny that reflective experiences can rectify problematic experiences, that what initially was experienced scrabble is finally deciphered as “fit;” he does not deny that the latter can be more useful, or coherently connect experiences that seemed disjointed or chaotic.  In fact, that’s precisely their function in inquiry.  His only point is that no ontological prioritization is manifest in such rectifications.  Neither the configured “f” nor its blackness are experienced as sense-data representing some external reality behind or beyond itself.  In fact, we might stop to ask ourselves, has anyone   genuinely experienced them as such?
  Or are they already “out there” as potential means for bringing some presently obscure meaning into cognitive recognition?  Again, the Postulate of Immediate Empiricism is an effort to convert the ontological puzzle of how appearances represent reality—an artifact of a containment paradigm condemned in advance to failure and awaiting the skeptic’s axe—into phases of dynamic problem-solving activity in the paradigm of inference.

3) Circles or Circuits?  Like his predecessors, Dewey hoped to rescue philosophy by aligning it with the great successes of science.  But whereas Kant combined sense and intellect in a synthetic unity, and Hegel envisioned an absolute totality, Dewey framed a method that was authentically experimental.  In nonreflective experience habit is pervasive, belief is settled.  Life’s first lesson, however, is that things often go wrong.  This sense of shock, secondness, the initiation of flight, for Dewey marks the onset of a problematic situation—the initial realization that something is awry and something must be done about it.  When the corrective action is also habituated, the return to nonreflective experience is quick and uneventful.  But when the problem is obstinate, the solution not obvious, genuine inquiry is necessary.
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Dewey’s method of inquiry is an ingenious naturalistic reworking of Hegel’s organic unity of sense and intellect.  Intelligence, indeed, is an invaluable and uniquely human asset.  Nonetheless, it is neither a spiritual force nor pure spontaneity, but an essential tool for resolving problems.  The ability to frame a plan or hypothesis serves as a “clutch” between an encountered problem and a response—it’s more efficient and less dangerous to lead with one’s mind than one’s chin.  Intelligence is involved both in identifying the problem and proposing a solution.  It does not operate in a vacuum, however, but requires physical tools and instruments—often to formulate a hypothesis,  almost always for executing it.    

When a hypothesis is experimentally confirmed, inquiry has achieved its objective.  Much to the consternation of those who hold objects to be mind-independent existences, Dewey’s equivocation of “objective” with “object” is deliberate.
  Acutely aware of the dilemma of trying to get from mental representations to things-in-themselves, he affirms Kant’s Copernican revolution.  But Dewey is more strident than Kant in insisting that the “mind” to which objects conform is not simply “between the ears,” but, as we have seen, an entire operative system of cultural norms and practices.
  It is from this background, this expansive firstness, that problems arise, solutions are proposed, and objectives are attained through constructive problem-solving activity, itself a cultural practice.  As ultimately, then, ways of minding or managing problems, objectives-objects do indeed conform to “mind.”  This holds not just for human artifices like cathedrals and constitutions, but natural objects as well: platypuses and petunias, quarks and quasars.  At both the individual and cultural level, our world is the world of ongoing constructive discovery—the “stick” of the infant becomes the child’s “pencil;” further inquiry discloses a graphite cylinder with a core of allotropic carbon, and perhaps even the molecular or atomic properties of these.  No single disclosure is the “ultimately reality,” let alone the philosopher’s phantasmic “external reality.”  Instead, inquiry provides an open-ended number of potential “reals” suited to various purposes and contexts of use. 

As we have seen, classical pragmatism stresses the importance of noncognitive experience, perhaps to the extent of constituting a “starting point” for philosophical inquiry.  Given the epistemological preoccupation with the “knowledge relation,” as prevalent in our day as in Dewey’s, to stress the significance of firstness or “having” is heuristically sound.  Some interpreters, however, appeal to this in order to build the case that Dewey was essentially a philosopher of “common sense,” impatient with epistemology and willing to accept the world as it offers itself in order to get to important matters or human flourishing.  Beyond short-changing Dewey’s concerted efforts to repair, and not merely jump over, the gap between knower and known, such appeals to the “immediacy” of the world tend to cast inquiry as a mere conduit from “givens” to “constructs.”  That this is not the case, however, is emphatically evident in Dewey’s insistence that inquiry is not an arc, but a circuit.  No aspect of the movement of inquiry is more important, yet more overlooked, than the return loop from cognitive objectivity to the habituated matrix of nonreflective experience.  As Dewey puts it, something directly had and enjoyed is neither the “direct” presentation of an external reality nor a construct of sense-data.  Instead, its very givenness, its qualitative immediacy, rests upon the acceptance of a whole system of other facts, not questioned simultaneously, which are conclusions of other judgments in which thought has intervened.”
  As Dewey frequently puts it, this is mediated immediacy—immediacy whose very being as “assured,” unified, held together in a “fit,” is a product of everything have learned about our world through painstaking inquiry.  Thus attained objectives of inquiry—cognitive objects of knowledge—return to and enrich nonreflective experience.  They dig the trenches of habit, of the tried and true, that help us get by without the continuous intervention of reflection.  And when problems arise, these settled meanings also serve as the implements and utensils—the pencils, hammers and stethoscopes—we rely upon to test hypotheses which, of course, retrace the circle by delivering more useful and inclusive reflective objects.  As such, our progressive understanding of the encountered world is rooted not in a cognitive “knowledge relation” or an intuitive grasp of the “really-real,” but in ongoing, and ever widening, circuits of inquiry.

Though the point cannot be developed here, we might briefly note the contrast  between Dewey’s circuit and Sosa’s appeal to epistemic circularity.  As we have seen, the demand that each reason be backed by another cognitive reason generates an epistemic regress.  Dewey, however blocks this regress by returning an object of reflective judgment (including the criteria upon which it is justified) to a noncognitive matrix where it functions as an instrument or leading principle guiding other inquiries, unquestioned unless something about its “fit” becomes problematic.  For Dewey, beliefs are also justified by something far more robust than Sosa’s mere “coherence of premises and conclusions” supplemented by a condition of truth that cannot be demonstrated—that is, experimental justification in the encountered world.  Finally, whereas Sosa’s circularity appears vicious because of its sheer hypotheticality—“if I’m reliably connected to the external world, then I can trust my judgments about it,” Dewey’s hypothesis is a plan or idea whose confirmation lies in the encountered world, a virtuous circuit rather than a vicious circle.  Truth, in other words, does not lie in some fixed correspondence between a hypothetical posit and an inaccessible externality that must presuppose the hypothetical in order to enter its own justificatory circle.  Instead, the road to truth (as warranted assertablility) is forged as a hypothesis successfully predicts a concrete outcome subsequently recycled into settled belief.  Truth is instrumental and revisable, not fixed and absolute.
    

7. Transactional Pragmatism

Let us briefly review our results to this point, the key notions of having and knowing receive ontological parity through the Postulate of Immediate Empiricism, and find themselves reciprocal partners within the circuit of inquiry—the dynamic explication of the paradigm of inference.  We have also seen that to be a cognitive object is to be an objective of inquiry, though fully real and publicly “open and above board.”


To directly interface the paradigm of inference with the ego-centric predicament, let us revisit the dilemma it purportedly presents to us:
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Assuming the paradigm of containment, we struggle to imagine how we can get from the representation (sense-data, sensation, neural event) to the mind-independent external reality that purportedly causes it.  From the paradigm of inference, however, the story we tell is a very different one: it is a tale of two objects.  One of these objects, the ordinary door, was mastered by us quite early in life as we learned to use its handle to open and shut it.  The other, the neural event, is an object of daunting complexity even trained specialists only partially understand.  Nonetheless, both door and neural event are objectives of inquiry, both are “open and above board” to those who can understand them.  Depending upon interests and needs, of course, either can be placed in relationship to other objects.  An architect, for instance, might be interested in the aesthetic and function relationship between a door and the façade of a building.  A neurophysiologist might be interested in the coordination of one neural event with others.  In such cases, empirical questions lead to empirical conclusions.  Depending upon interests and needs, a physical door can also be related to a neurophysiological event, and in such cases one can, perhaps, talk about “correspondences” and “causes” to one’s heart’s content.  Here, too, empirical questions lead to empirical conclusions.  But these are different questions, with different objectives, than the epistemological question of objectivity.  The transactional answer to the general question of objectivity—that objects are uniformly objectives of inquiry—blocks the epistemological project of assuming one has the peculiar, and insoluble, problem of getting from a representation to “external reality.”


Filling a Deep Crack.  The approach sketched here is both ambitious and modest.  It is ambitious, as we have seen, in proposing a general method of objectivity bold enough to take on even the most radical forms of skepticism.  It is modest, however, in that it has nothing to say about the objective contents of the world, i.e., it is neutral to the kind of world revealed via the method of objectivity.  Insofar as we’ve developed it so far, therefore, we applaud James’s original definition of pragmatism as restricted to 1) a methodology for unraveling “metaphysical” conundrums, and 2) a general theory of truth.  Indeed, aside from a few loose remarks about the latter, we have been content to limit ourselves to a single metaphysical conundrum—the ego-centric predicament.        

This is sufficient for our present purposes, but it doesn’t even scratch the surface of fascinating questions broad enough to be considered “philosophical.”  With Arthur F. Bentley, very late in his career Dewey distilled his life’s work into the quest for a transactional lexicon sufficiently distanced from alternative “self-actional” and “interactional” approaches. 
  According to Dewey and Bentley, transaction involves the persistent effort to “see together” what other philosophies separate into subject and object, psychical and physical, organism and environment.
  In Experience and Nature, Dewey had offered a definition of experience so expansive to include “the wide universe as manifesting itself in the careers and fortunes of human beings.”  As experienced, nature has a how and a what, for


things interacting in certain ways are experience; they are what is


experienced.  Linked in other ways with another natural object—the  


human organism—they are how things are experienced as well.  Experience     


thus reaches down into nature; it has depth.  It also has breadth and to an


indefinitely elastic extend.  It stretches.  That stretch constitutes inference.
 


 Dewey was relentlessly criticized for this characterization of the relation between experience and nature, for it raises the question of what, if anything, is not experience?  Each of the two obvious replies is highly problematic.  If Dewey says nothing is beyond experience—if he reduces, in Sholom Kahn’s phrase, “all existence to experience”—at best he is open to Santayana’s charge of “impiety” toward the vast impersonal universe, and at worst he must confess to idealism or panpsychism.  On the other hand, if Dewey allows existence beyond experience, then he must tell us how he manages to wriggle off the hook of having to explain how beings limited to experience can know or say anything about what is beyond experience—i.e. he’s every bit as vulnerable to the ego-centric predicament than the realists and representationalists he’s claimed to usurp.
     


From a perspective that presupposes the containment paradigm, this dilemma is indeed irresolvable.  On the other hand, should we note that the how of experience is the stretch of inference, then what Richard Bernstein once famously called the “deep crack” in Dewey’s metaphysics is really no more than a division of labor.
  For if experience is taken in the inferential sense such that any objective is ineluctably an objective of inquiry, then we may in fact affirm that nature is wholly in experience without a scintilla of commitment to speculative idealism or panpsychism.  And yet, should our interest focus upon the what of nature, on nature’s contents, and experience more traditionally interpreted as that which we grasp cognitively, then clearly the bulk of nature lies outside of what humans experience, individually or collectively: in this sense experience is assuredly in nature.


In this essay, again, we have confined our attention to opening up an inferential paradigm where only the general problem of objectivity is addressed.  A broader transactional “seeing together,” however, would explore the reciprocity of the “how” and “what” of experience.  For example, how are increasingly refined methods of problem-solving coordinate with the expanding contents of our world?  How is the method of inquiry continuous with other forms of problem-solving activity?  Do methods and contents of specialized sciences lend themselves to transactional interpretation?
  What would a general theory of communication and sign-use look like on transactional grounds?  The furrows cut by Dewey and Bentley in these fields lies largely fallow more than half a century later.    


Postcard from a BIV.  As noted at the outset, even if the line of reasoning offered here falls short of a full solution, it is hoped that it is sufficient to stimulate interest in and discussion of a transactional approach to the ego-centric predicament.  But what of that?  Should we expect the persistent skeptic, the skeptic who has managed to sabotage every other constructive theory of objective knowledge, to simply pack his tent in the face of our argument?  Hardly.  And we can imagine wincing at the click of the skeptic’s chamber as we stare down the double-barrels of his final round: “Let us, for the sake of the argument, suppose we accept transactional pragmatism.  In deciding basic questions about what we can know, the paradigm of inquiry trumps the paradigm of containment; objects are uniformly objectives of inquiry.  So what?  Is there anything here that proves we cannot be BIVs?  And if we were BIVs, after all, wouldn’t we simply be employing the method of inquiry to affirm vat images, rather than the objectives we hold as constitutive of the real external world?”


Our reply is to admit that there is, of course, is nothing in transactional methodology that rules out a priori the possibility that we might be BIVs.  How could there be?  Still, we are not one whit perturbed by this realization, since we affirm that attained objects-objectives warrant belief unless or until they are challenged or rendered problematic.  Thus, so long as the object I believe to be a door works as a door, it is a door.  It is not an appearance or a mental image—it does not work as an appearance or mental image (vat or otherwise)—it works as a door. 

I could be wrong about this, of course, but so long as I’m talking about the content of my belief, I would have to have evidence that I am wrong—the glitch-afflicted cat of The Matrix,” or a tear in a Star Trek holodeck projection would certainly generate a problematic situation suggesting the bizarre hypothesis that the world is not what I think it is, and prompt an inquiry into the actual state of things.  But in the absence of evidence to the contrary, I have every right to believe that my world is the familiar, infinitely pluralistic, world out there unlimited inquiries have affirmed it to be.  


But what of HOLI?  Doesn’t HOLI persuasively point out that evidence doesn’t dissuade skeptical challenges, since no coordination of evidence among appearances yields information about anything beyond appearances?  It clearly does, and if our root paradigm held that knowledge was restricted to appearances “contained” in an external world, HOLI would indeed disallow an appeal to evidence.  But, as we have seen, this is not our epistemological paradigm.  We are not challenged to see “through” appearances to a mind-independent “external reality.”  Instead, neural events in brains and doors in rooms are both objects—objectives of inquiry equally public and “above board.”
  We could be wrong about either or both, of course, and in fact knowledge of either or both is assumed to be continually “in progress.”  But, on our paradigm, requisite revisions of belief arise only in response to encountered dysfunctions or problems.  In the paradigm of inference, as opposed to containment, Peirce’s dismissal of “paper doubts” makes perfect sense.  HOLI, then, is not rebuffed, but redeployed in the service of transaction.  Induction does properly proceed from like to like, and anything inaccessible in principle would be nothing to us, it could not be a world for us.  In possible world terms, it would exceed the “event horizon” of our inquiry or understanding.  But since to be, to exist, and to be real are all within the realm of such ever-extending horizons, such a realm is none of these things.      


As a goal, transactional pragmatism shares the aspirations of direct realism and naturalized epistemology to make the important questions about our world and how we know it a matter of empirical inquiry: here, it cheerfully allows, are the important questions about getting the human condition right.  Yet rather than simply following common sense or naïve realism, this goal, as Dewey proclaimed, requires a cultivated naivety, the “severe discipline” of thought.  Nothing less promises to overcome the challenge of radical skepticism.  Nothing less offers much hope of an initial step toward getting the human condition right.                         
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