
1 
 

The Limits of Knowledge and Justification 

The Case for Skepticism 

 

1. Skeptical hypothesis: things are radically different from what you take them to be. 

Examples: 

May be I’m lying in my bed dreaming. Or, I’m deceived by an evil demon. Or, I’m a mere 

brain-in-a-vat (a BIV). Or, I’m in the matrix world. 

2. The BIV Argument 

(1) I don’t know that I’m not a BIV. 

(2) If I don’t know that I’m not a BIV, then I don’t know that I have hands. 

Therefore: 

(3) I don’t know that I have hands. 

3. Skepticism and Closure: The Closure Principle- 

If I know that p, and I know that p entails q, then I know that q. 

p: I have hands. q: I’m not a BIV. 

4. BIV Closure 

If I know that I have hands, and I know that my having hands entails my not being a BIV, 

then I know that I’m not a BIV. 

5. Skeptic’s BIV Closure:  

The antecedent of BIV closure is a conjunction. The second conjunct can’t be argued with. 

But the first conjunct is false. So starting out with the closure principle, we arrive at the 

skeptical conclusion: You don’t know that you have hands. 

6. Relevant Alternatives and Closure Denial 

1. You know you have hands. 

2. You know that your having hands entails your not being a BIV. 

3. You don’t know that you are not a BIV. 

Relevant alternative theorists, then, assert the antecedent and deny the consequent of BIV 

closure, as stated in the previous section. 

7. Criticism: An Abominable Conjunction-  

what makes one alternative relevant and another irrelevant? The second is that the closure 

principle enjoys a high degree of intrinsic plausibility. Denying it generates so-called 

abominable conjunctions as: 

I know that I have hands but I do not know that I am not a (handless) BIV. 
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8. The Moorean Response: Counter BIV 

(1) I know that I have hands. 

(2) If I don’t know that I’m not a BIV, then I don’t know that I have hands. 

Therefore: 

(3) I know that I am not a BIV. 

 9. The Contextualist Response 

Three questions: 

(1) What are these various meanings of the word ‘know’? 

(2) Why and how does what we mean by ‘know’ change from one context to another? 

(3) How does the context-sensitivity of ‘know’ help us respond to the BIV argument? 

i. ‘high’ and ‘low’ standards. 

ii. Error-possibilities. 

iii. Contextualists view the BIV argument as presenting us with a paradox. 

In low standard contexts, the first premise and the conclusion of the BIV argument are both 

false. In high standard contexts, the first premise and the conclusion of the BIV argument are 

both true. 

10. Contextualism is intended as a closure preserving response to skepticism: 

1. we know the closure principle whether the meaning of ‘know’ is fixed by high or low 

standards; 

2. when the meaning of ‘know’ is fixed by low standards, we know both that we have 

hands and that we are not BIVs; 

3. When the meaning of ‘know’ is fixed by high standards, we know neither that we 

have hands nor that we are not BIVs. 

As a result, closure is preserved. 

11. Contextualism is also meant to be an improvement of Moorean response: 

the first premise of the BIV argument is false. This conflicts with our intuition that we cannot 

know that we are not BIVs. Contextualism resolves this conflict by saying that the first 

premise is false only in low standards contexts. In high standards contexts, that premise is 

true. 

12. The replacement objection: 

it replaces our interest in knowledge itself with focus on the word ‘know’. 

13. Over context sensitity objection: 

Contextualism overemphasizes the importance of the context sensitivity of the word ‘know’. 

14. Two elements of contextualism: 

(1) semantic ascent. (2) Strict context-sensitivity, as opposed to loose context sensitivity. 
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15. The Ambiguity Response: 

a response to the BIV argument that retains the semantic ascent element of contextualism, but 

rejects strong context sensitivity. 

What proposition a “knowledge”-attributing sentence expresses depends on what concept of 

knowledge the person who uses that sentence (in spoken or written form) has in mind when 

using the word ‘know’. 

High-standards or infallible knowledge of p requires p-entailing evidence. Low-standards of 

fallible knowledge of p requires adequate evidence for p, where evidence for p can be 

adequate without entailing p. 

According to the ambiguity response, a “knowledge”-attributing sentence is ambiguous 

unless we can tell whether the word ‘know’, as it occurs in that sentence, refers to fallible or 

infallible knowledge. 

16. Three versions of the BIV argument: 

The Mixed Version 

In the premises, the word ‘know’ refers to infallible knowledge, whereas in the conclusion, it 

refers to fallible knowledge. 

The High-Standards Version 

The word ‘know’ refers to infallible knowledge in both the premises and the conclusion. 

The Low-Standards Version 

The word ‘know’ refers to fallible knowledge in both the premises and the conclusion. 

17. Reply: the ambiguity response can reply to the BIV argument as follows: 

1. The mixed version is an instance of equivocation and thus invalid. 

2. The high-standards version is sound but uninteresting. 

3. The low-standards version is interesting but unsound. 

 18. The replacement objection against the ambiguity response to the BIV argument: 

(Kif) I knowif that I have hands. 

(Kf) I knowf that I have hands. 

Both of these proposition are about knowledge itself, or, more precisely, about different kinds 

of knowledge, not the very word “know”. 

19. Difference between contextualism and the ambiguity response: 

according to contextualism, whether we reject or endorse the conclusion of the BIV argument 

is a function of which context we are in, the ambiguity response makes context irrelevant. 

It makes context irrelevant because, no matter which context we are in, we can always 

disambiguate. 

So, when we are thinking about or discussing the BIV argument and are thus confronted with 

a salient error possibility, we need not adopt a high-standards meaning of ‘know’. 
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Rather, we can respond to the argument by saying that, if it is about infallible knowledge its 

conclusion is true but unremarkable, whereas if it is about fallible knowledge its 

conclusion is remarkable but false. 

20. Knowing One Isn’t a BIV 

Evidentialist point of view: the identical evidence thesis. 

21. The BIV hypothesis entails various rather problematic propositions: 

(a) At least one BIV exists. 

(b) The know-how needed for envatting people exists. 

(c) The technology needed for envatting people exists. 

22. Spaceship analogy: 

(d) At least one spaceship exists that can be used for traveling to another galaxy and coming 

back within a couple of months. 

(e) The know-how needed for building such a spaceship exists. 

(f) The technology needed for building such a spaceship exists. 

23. According to the evidentialist anti-skepticism under consideration here, you know, 

on the basis of your knowledge of how the world works, that (d)–(f) are all false. 

In the very least, you can come to know this by consulting suitable experts. But what about 

(a) through (c)? 

24. Well, if you know or can come to know that (d)–(f) are all false, isn’t it plausible to 

claim that you also know or can come to know that (a)–(c) are all false? 

Suppose you do know that (a)–(c) are all false. Then you know that any proposition that 

entails (a)–(c) is false. The BIV hypothesis entails (a)–(c). Hence you know that the BIV 

hypothesis, is false. 

 


