CHAPTER 10  Philosophical
Explanations

Robert Nozick

You think you are seeing these words, but could you not be hallucinating or
dreaming or having your brain stimulated to give you the experience of see-
ing these marks on paper although no such thing is before you? More ex-
tremely, could you not be floating in a tank while super-psychologists stimu-
late your brain electrochemically to produce exactly the same experiences/as
you are now having, or even to produce the whole sequence of experiences
you have had in your lifetime thus far? If one of these other things was hap-
pening, your experience would be exactly the same as it now is. So how can
you know none of them is happening? Yet if you do not know these possibil-
ities don’t hold, how can you know you are reading this book now? If you do
not know you haven't always been floating in the tank at the mercy of the
psychologists, how can you know anything—what your name is, who your
parents were, where you come from?

The skeptic argues that we do not know what we think we do. Even
when he leaves us unconverted, he leaves us confused. Granting that we do
know, how can we? Given these other possibilities he poses, how is knowl-
edge possible?! In answering this question, we do not seek to convince the
skeptic, but rather to formulate hypotheses about knowledge and our con-
nection to facts that show how knowledge can exist even given the skeptic’s
possibilities. These hypotheses must reconcile our belief that we know
things with our belief that the skeptical possibilities are logical possibilities.

The skeptical possibilities, and the threats they pose to our knowledge,
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depend upon our knowing things (if we do) mediately, through or by way of
something else. Our thinking or believing that some fact p holds is connect-
ed somehow to the fact that p, but is not itself identical with that fact. Inter-
mediate links establish the connection. This leaves room for the possibility of
these intermediate stages holding and producing our belief that p, without
the fact that p being at the other end. The intermediate stages arise in a com-
pletely different manner, one not involving the fact that p although giving
rise to the appearance that p holds true.?

Are the skeptic’s possibilities indeed logically possible? Imagine read-
ing a science fiction story in which someone is raised from birth floating in a
tank with psychologists stimulating his brain. The story could go on to tell of
the person’s reactions when he is brought out of the tank, of how the psy-
chologists convince him of what had been happening to him, or how they
fail to do so. This story is coherent, there is nothing self-contradictory or oth-
erwise impossible about it. Nor is there anything incoherent in imagining
that you are now in this situation, at a time before being taken out of the
tank. To ease the transition out, to prepare the way, perhaps the psycholo-
gists will give the person in the tank thoughts of whether floating in the tank
is possible, or the experience of reading a book that discusses this possibility,
even one that discusses their easing his transition. (Free will presents no in-
superable problem for this possibility. Perhaps the psychologists caused all
your experiences of choice, including the feeling of freely choosing; or per-
haps you do freely choose to act while they, cutting the effector circuit, con-
tinue the scenario from there.)

Some philosophers have attempted to demonstrate there is no such co-
herent possibility of this sort.> However, for any reasoning that purports to
show this skeptical possibility cannot occur, we can imagine the psycholo-
gists of our science fiction story feeding it to their tank-subject, along with
the (inaccurate) feeling that the reasoning is cogent. So how much trust can
be placed in the apparent cogency of an argument to show the skeptical pos-
sibility isn't coherent?

The skeptic’s possibility is a logically coherent one, in tension with the
existence of (almost all) knowledge; so we seek a hypothesis to explain how,
even given the skeptic’s possibilities, knowledge is possible. We may worry .
that such explanatory hypotheses are ad hoc, but this worry will lessen if
they yield other facts as well, fit in with other things we believe, and so forth.
Indeed, the theory of knowledge that follows was not developed in order to
explain how knowledge is possible. Rather, the motivation was external to
epistemology; only after the account of knowledge was developed for an-
other purpose did I notice its consequences for skepticism, for understand-
ing how knowledge is possible. So whatever other defects the explanation
might have, it can hardly be called ad hoc.

My original aim was to make progress on the topic of free will. Early in
the flurry of journal articles presenting counterexamples to increasingly
complicated accounts of knowledge, stimulated by Edward Gettier’s coun-
terexample to the traditional account of knowledge as justified true belief,* I
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despaired of anyone’s getting it exactly right. So messy did it all seem that I
just stopped reading that literature. I was led back to the task of formulating
conditions for knowledge, by the following line of reasoning.

In knowledge, a belief is linked somehow to the fact believed; without
this linkage there may be true belief but there will not be knowledge. Plato
first made the point that knowledge is not simply a belief that is true; if
someone knowing nothing about the matter separately tells you and me con-
tradictory things, getting one of us to believe p while the other believes not-
p, although one of us will have a belief that happens to be true, neither of us
will have knowledge. Something more is needed for a person S to know that
p, to go alongside

(1) pistrue
(2) Sbelieves that p.

This something more, I think, is not simply an additional fact, but a way that
1 and 2 are linked. Thus, consider the traditional third condition stemming
from Plato’s account: S is justified in believing that p, or S has adequate evi-
dence that p. Here, a two-part linkage connects 5's belief that p with the fact
that p: the link between the fact that p and the evidence, and the link between
the evidence and the belief that p.

Recently it has been urged, with some plausibility, that the requisite
linkage of belief to facts is a causal one, that the third condition is something
like: the fact that p (partially) causes S to believe that p, that is, 2 because 1.
A drunk who hallucinates a pink elephant in a bar where, behind a screen,
there is a pink elephant does not know there is a pink elephant there. The
elephant’s being there is not a cause of his believing it there. Whereas, in
tracing back through the causes of your believing there now is a book before
you, we eventually reach the fact that there is a book before you. The causal
account of knowledge thus has a certain plausibility. Since, on this view, the
causation (in a certain way) of our beliefs is necessary for us to have knowl-
edge, such causation therefore is desirable. To be sure, there are difficulties
with the causal account of knowledge, most noticeably with mathematical
knowlege and ethical knowledge but elsewhere as well.® In these cases, the
appropriate kind of causal connection fails to hold. Yet where it does hold,
when a belief is caused appropriately by the fact, that connection appears
desirable and plausibly is held to constitute knowledge.

In contrast, we strongly feel that the causal determination of action
threatens responsibility and is undesirable. It is puzzling that what is desir-
able for belief, perhaps even necessary for knowledge, is threatening for ac-
tion. Might not there be a way for action to parallel belief, to be so connected
to the world, even causally, in a way that is desirable? At the least, it would
be instructive to see where and why the parallel fails. If it did not fail, causal-
ity of action would be rendered harmless—determinism would be defanged.

The idea is to investigate how action is to be connected to the world, to
parallel the connection of belief to fact when there is knowledge. This need
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not assume a causal account of knowledge. The causal linkage which ap-
pears to be a constituent in knowledge may be merely one way of realizing a
more general linkage that constitutes knowledge. This would leave some
room for ethical and mathematical knowledge, and perhaps even for a non-
causal connection of action to the world that is not undercut by causality, just
as mathematical knowledge, presumably, is not undercut by belief’s being
caused. To see if our actions desirably can be like knowledge, the first task is
to see precisely what connection of belief to fact knowledge involves—then
we shall know what it is that action must parallel.

Tt was this line of thought, this project of paralleling, that led me to in-
vestigate the details of the knowledge-link in the hope that it could be put to
use later. What started as a means to another topic provided, along the way,
an explanation of how knowledge is possible. This side result is especially
fortunate in view of the free will problem’s intractability.

I. KNOWLEDGE

Conditions for Knowledge

Our task is to formulate further conditions to go alongside

(1) pis true
(2) S believes that p.

We would like each condition to be necessary for knowledge, so any case
that fails to satisfy it will not be an instance of knowledge. Furthermore, we
would like the conditions to be jointly sufficient for knowledge, so any case
that satisfies all of them will be an instance of knowledge. We first shall for-
mulate conditions that seem to handle ordinary cases correctly, classifying as
knowledge cases which are knowledge, and as nonknowledge cases which
are not; then we shall check to see how these conditions handle some diffi-
cult cases discussed in the literature.”

The causal condition on knowledge, previously mentioned, provides an
inhospitable environment for mathematical and ethical knowledge; also
there are well-known difficulties in specifying the type of causal connection.
If someone floating in a tank oblivious to everything around him is given (by
direct electrical and chemical stimulation of the brain) the belief that he is
floating in a tank with his brain being stimulated, then even though that fact
is part of the cause of his belief, still he does not know that it is true.

Let us consider a different third condition:

(3) Ifp weren't true, S wouldn’t believe that p.

Throughout this work, let us write the subjunctive ‘if-then’ by an arrow, and
the negation of a sentence by prefacing “not-" to it. The above condition thus
is rewritten as:
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(3) not-p — not-(S believes that p).

This subjunctive condition is not unrelated to the causal condition. Often
when the fact that p (partially) causes someone to believe that p, the fact also
will be causally necessary for his having the belief—without the cause, the
effect would not occur. In that case, the subjunctive condition 3 also will be
satisfied. Yet this condition is not equivalent to the causal condition. For the
causal condition will be satisfied in cases of causal overdetermination, where
either two sufficient causes of the effect actually operate, or a back-up cause
(of the same effect) would operate if the first one didn’t; whereas the sub-
junctive condition need not hold for these cases.® When the two conditions
do agree, causality indicates knowledge because it acts in a manner that
makes the subjunctive 3 true.

The subjunctive condition 3 serves to exclude cases of the sort first de-
scribed by Edward Gettier, such as the following. Two other people are in
my office and I am justified on the basis of much evidence in believing the
first owns a Ford car; though he (now) does not, the second person (a
stranger to me) owns one. I believe truly and justifiably that someone (or
other) in my office owns a Ford car, but I do not know someone does. Con-
cluded Gettier, knowledge is not simply justified true belief.

The following subjunctive, which specifies condition 3 for this Gettier
case, is not satisfied: if no one in my office owned a Ford car, I wouldn’t be-
lieve that someone did. The situation that would obtain if no one in my office
owned a Ford is one where the stranger does not (or where he is not in the
office); and in that situation I still would believe, as before, that someone in
my office does own a Ford, namely, the first person. 50 “ae subjunctive con-
dition 3 excludes this Gettier case as a case of knowledge.

The subjunctive condition is powerful and intuitive, not so easy to satis-
fy, yet not so powerful as to rule out everything as an instance of knowledge.
A subjunctive conditional “if p were true, ¢ would be true,” p — g, does not
say that p entails g or that it is logically impossible that p yet not-q. It says
that in the situation that would obtain if p were true, g also would be true.
This point is brought out especially clearly in recent ‘possible-worlds” ac-
counts of subjunctives: the subjunctive is true when (roughly) in all those
worlds in which p holds true that are closest to the actual world, g also is
true. (Examine those worlds in which p holds true closest to the actual world,
and see if g holds true in all these.) Whether or not 4 is true in p worlds that
are still farther away from the actual world is irrelevant to the truth of the
subjunctive. I do not mean to endorse any particular possible-worlds ac-
count of subjunctives, nor am I committed to this type of account.” I some-
times shall use it, though, when it illustrates points in an especially clear
way."”

The subjunctive condition 3 also handles nicely cases that cause difficul-
ties for the view that you know that p when you can rule out the relevant al-
ternatives to p in the context. For, as Gail Stine writes, “what makes an alter-
native relevant in one context and not another? ... if on the basis of visual
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appearances obtained under optimum conditions while driving through the
countryside Henry identifies an object as a barn, normally we say that Hen-
ry knows that it is a barn. Let us suppose, however, that unknown to Henry,
the region is full of expertly made papier-maché facsimiles of barns. In that
case, we would not say that Henry knows that the object is a barn, unless he
has evidence against it being a papier-maché facsimile, which is now a rele-
vant alternative. So much is clear, but what if no such facsimiles exist in Hen-
ry’s surroundings, although they once did? Are either of these circumstances
sufficient to make the hypothesis (that it's a papier-maché object) relevant?
Probably not, but the situation is not so clear.”"" Let p be the statement that
the object in the field is a (real) barn, and ¢ the one that the object in the field
is a papier-méaché barn. When papier-maché barns are scattered through the
area, if p were false, g would be true or might be. Since in this case (we are
supposing) the person still would believe p, the subjunctive

(3) not-p — not-(S believes that p)

is not satisfied, and so he doesn’t know that p. However, when papier-maché
barns are or were scattered around another country, even if p were false g
wouldn't be true, and so (for all we have been told) the person may well
know that p. A hypothesis g contrary to p clearly is relevant when if p weren't
true, ¢ would be true; when not-p — g. It clearly is irrelevant when if p
weren't true, g also would not be true; when not-p — not-q. The remaining
pssibility is that neither of these opposed subjunctives holds; g might (or
might not) be true if p weren't true. In this case, g also will be relevant, ac-
cording to an account of knowledge incorporating condition 3 and treating
subjunctives along the lines sketched above. Thus, condition 3 handles cases
that befuddle the “relevant alternatives” account; though that account can
adopt the above subjunctive criterion for when an alternative is relevant, it
then becomes merely an alternate and longer way of stating condition 3."

Despite the power and intuitive force of the condition that if p weren't
true the person would not believe it, this condition does not (in conjunction
with the first two conditions) rule out every problem case. There remains, for
example, the case of the person in the tank who is brought to believe, by di-
rect electrical and chemical stimulation of his brain, that he is in the tank and
is being brought to believe things in this way; he does not know this is true.
However, the subjunctive condition is satisfied: if he weren't floating in the
tank, he wouldn’t believe he was.

The person in the tank does not know he is there, because his belief is
not sensitive to the truth. Although it is caused by the fact that is its content,
it is not sensitive to that fact. The operators of the tank could have produced
any belief, including the false belief that he wasn’t in the tank; if they had, he
would have believed that. Perfect sensitivity would involve beliefs and facts
varying together. We already have one portion of that variation, subjunctive-
ly at least: if p were false he wouldn’t believe it. This sensitivity as specified
by a subjunctive does not have the belief vary with the truth or falsity of p in
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all possible situations, merely in the ones that would or might obtain if p
were false.
The subjunctive condition

(3) not-p — not-(S believes that p)

tells us only half the story about how his belief is sensitive to the truth-value
of p. It tells us how his belief state is sensitive to p’s falsity, but not how it is
sensitive to p’s truth; it tells us what his belief state would be if p were false,
but not what it would be if p were true.

To be sure, conditions 1 and 2 tell us that p is true and he does believe it,
but it does not follow that his believing p is sensitive to p’s being true. This
additional sensitivity is given to us by a further subjunctive: if p were true,
he would believe it.

(4) p— Sbelieves that p.

Not only is p true and S believes it, but if it were true he would believe it.
Compare: not only was the photon emitted and did it go to the left, but (it
was then true that): if it were emitted it would go to the left. The truth of an-
tecedent and consequent is not alone sufficient for the truth of a subjunctive;
4 says more than 1 and 2." Thus, we presuppose some (or another) suitable
account of subjunctives. According to the suggestion tentatively made
above, 4 holds true if not only does he actually truly believe p, but in the
“close” worlds where p is true, he also believes it. He believes that p for some
distance out in the p neighborhood of the actual world; similarly, condition 3
speaks not of the whole not-p neighborhood of the actual world, but only of
the first portion of it. (If, as is likely, these explanations do not help, please
use your own intuitive understanding of the subjunctives 3and 4.)

The person in the tank does not satisfy the subjunctive condition 4.
Imagine as actual a world in which he is in the tank and is stimulated to be-
lieve he is, and consider what subjunctives are true in that world. It is not
true of him there that if he were in the tank he would believe it; for in the
close world (or situation) to his own where e is in the tank but they don't
give him the belief that he is (much less instill the belief that he isn’t) he
doesn’t believe he is in the tank. Of the person actually in the tank and be-
lieving it, it is not true to make the further statement that if he were in the
tank he would believe it—so he does not know he is in the tank.**

The subjunctive condition 4 also handles a case presented by Gilbert
Harman.!® The dictator of a country is killed; in their first edition, newspa-
pers print the story, but later all the country’s newspapers and other media
deny the story, falsely. Everyone who encounters the denial believes it (or
does not know what to believe and so suspends judgment). Only one person
in the country fails to hear any denial and he continues to believe the truth.
He satisfies conditions 1 through 3 (and the causal condition about belief) yet
we are reluctant to say he knows the truth. The reason is that if he had heard
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the denials, he too would have believed them, just like everyone else. His be-
lief is not sensitively tuned to the truth, he doesn’t satisfy the condition that
if it were true he would believe it. Condition 4 is not satisfied."®

There is a pleasing symmetry about how this account of knowledge re-
lates conditions 3 and 4, and connects them to the first two conditions. The
account has the following form.

@

@)

(3) not-1— not-2
4 1—-2

I am not inclined, however, to make too much of this symmetry, for I found
2o that with other conditions experimented with as a possible fourth con-
dition there was some way to construe the resulting third and fourth condi-
tions as symmetrical answers to some symmetrical looking questions, so that
they appeared to arise in parallel fashion from similar questions about the
components of true belief.

Symmetry, it seems, is a feature of a mode of presentation, not of the
contents presented. A uniform transformation of symmetrical statements can
leave the results nonsymmetrical. But if symmetry attaches to mode of pre-
sentation, how can it possibly be a deep feature of, for instance, laws of na-
ture that they exhibit symmetry? (One of my favorite examples of symmetry
is due to Groucho Marx. On his radio program he spoofed a commercial, and
ended, “And if you are not completely satisfied, return the unused portion of
our product and we will return the unused portion of your money.”) Still, to
present our subject symmetrically makes the connection of knowledge to
true belief especially perspicuous. It seems to me that a symmetrical formu-
lation is a sign of our understanding, rather than a mark of truth. If we can-
not understand an asymmetry as arising from an underlying symmetry
through the operation of a particular factor, we will not understand why that
asymmetry exists in that direction. (But do we also need to understand why
the underlying asymmetrical factor holds instead of its opposite?)

A person knows that p when he not only does truly believe it, but also
would truly believe it and wouldn't falsely believe it. He not only actually
has a true belief, he subjunctively has one. It is true that p and he believes it;
if it weren’t true he wouldn’t believe it, and if it were true he would believe
it. To know that p is to be someone who would believe it if it were true, and
who wouldn’t believe it if it were false.

It will be useful to have a term for this situation when a person’s belief is
thus subjunctively connected to the fact. Let us say of a person who believes
that p, which is true, that when 3 and 4 hold, his belief tracks the truth thatp.
To know is to have a belief that tracks the truth. Knowledge is a particular
way of being connected to the world, having a specific real factual connec-
tion to the world: tracking it.
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One refinement is needed in condition 4. It may be possible for someone
to have contradictory beliefs, to believe p and also believe not-p. We do not
mean such a person to easily satisfy 4, and in any case we want his belief-
state, sensitive to the truth of p, to focus upon p. So let us rewrite our fourth
condition as:

(4) p — S believes that p and not-(S believes that not-p).””

As you might have expected, this account of knowledge as tracking re-
quires some refinements and epicycles. Readers who find themselves (or me)
bogged down in these refinements should move on directly to this essay’s
second part, on skepticism, where the pace picks up.

Il. SKEPTICISM

The skeptic about knowledge argues that we know very little or nothing of
what we think we know, or at any rate that this position is no less reasonable
than the belief in knowledge. The history of philosophy exhibits a number of
different attempts to refute the skeptic: to prove him wrong or show that in
arguing against knowledge he presupposes there is some and so refutes him-
self. Others attempt to show that accepting skepticism is unreasonable, since
it is more likely that the skeptic’s extreme conclusion is false than that all of
his premisses are true, or simply because reasonableness of belief just means
proceeding in an anti-skeptical way. Even when these counterarguments sat-
isfy their inventors, they fail to satisfy others, as is shown by the persistent
attempts against skepticism.’® The continuing felt need to refute skepticism,
and the difficulty in doing so, attests to the power of the skeptic’s position,
the depth of his worries.

An account of knowledge should illuminate skeptical arguments and
show wherein lies their force. If the account leads us to reject these argu-
ments, this had better not happen too easily or too glibly. To think the skep-
tic overlooks something obvious, to attribute to him a simple mistake or con-
fusion or fallacy, is to refuse to acknowledge the power of his position and
the grip it can have upon us. We thereby cheat ourselves of the opportunity
to reap his insights and to gain self-knowledge in understanding why his ar-
guments lure us so. Moreover, in fact, we cannot lay the specter of skepti-
cism to rest without first hearing what it shall unfold.

Our goal is not, however, to refute skepticism, to prove it is wrong or
even to argue that it is wrong. In the Introduction [to Nozick 1981] we dis-
tinguished between philosophy that attempts to prove, and philosophy that
attempts to explain how something is possible. Our task here is to explain
how knowledge is possible, given what the skeptic says that we do accept
(for example, that it is logically possible that we are dreaming or are floating
in the tank). In doing this, we need not no@ibnm the skeptic, and we may in-
troduce explanatory hypotheses that he would reject. What is important for
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our task of explanation and understanding is that we find those hypotheses
acceptable or plausible, and that they show us how the existence of knowl-
edge fits together with the logical possibilities the skeptic points to, so that
these are reconciled within our own belief system. These hypotheses are to
explain to ourselves how knowledge is possible, not to prove to someone
else that knowledge is possible."”

Skeptical Possibilities

The skeptic often refers to possibilities in which a person would believe
something even though it was false: really, the person is cleverly deceived by
others, perhaps by an evil demon, or the person is dreaming or he is floating
in a tank near Alpha Centauri with his brain being stimulated. In each case,
the p he believes is false, and he believes it even though it is false.

How do these possibilities adduced by the skeptic show that someone
does not know that p? Suppose that someone is you; how do these possibili-
ties count against your knowing that p? One way might be the following. (I
shall consider other ways later.) If there is a possible situation where p is false
yet you believe that p, then in that situation you believe that p even though it
is false. So it appears you do not satisfy condition 3 for knowledge.

(3) If p were false, S wouldn't believe that p.

For a situation has been described in which you do believe that p even thugh
p is false. How then can it also be true that if p were false, you wouldn’t be-
lieve it? If the skeptic’s possible situation shows that 3 is false, and if 3 is a
necessary condition for knowledge, then the skeptic’s possible situation
shows that there isn't knowledge.

So construed, the skeptic’s argument plays on condition 3; it aims to
show that condition 3 is not satisfied. The skeptic may seem to be putting
forth

R: Even if p were false, S still would believe p.*’

This conditional, with the same antecedent as 3 and the contradictory conse-
quent, is incompatible with the truth of 3. If 3 is true, then R is not. However,
R is stronger than the skeptic needs in order to show 3 is false. For 3 is false
when if p were false, S might believe that p. This last conditional is weaker
than R, and is merely 3’s denial:

T: not-[not-p — not-(S believes that p)].

Whereas R does not simply deny 3, it asserts an opposing subjunctive of its
own. Perhaps the possibility the skeptic adduces is not enough to show that
R is true, but it appears at least to establish the weaker T; since this T denies
3, the skeptic’s possibility appears to show that 3 is false.”
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However, the truth of 3 is not incompatible with the existence of a possi-
ble situation where the person believes p though it is false. The subjunctive

(3) not-p — not-(S believes p)

does not talk of all possible situations in which p is false (in which not-p is
true). It does not say that in all possible situations where not-p holds, S
doesn't believe p. To say there is no possible situation in which not-p yet S be-
lieves p, would be to say that not-p entails not-(S believes p), or logically im-
plies it. But subjunctive conditionals differ from entailments; the subjunctive
3 is not a statement of entailment. So the existence of a possible sitiation in
which p is false yet S believes p does not show that 3 is false;”* 3 can be true
even though there is a possible situation where not-p and S believes that p.

What the subjunctive 3 speaks of is the situation that would hold if p
were false. Not every possible situation in which p is false is the situation
that would hold if p were false. To fall into possible worlds talk, the subjunc-
tive 3 speaks of the not-p world that is closest to the actual world, or of those
not-p worlds that are closest to the actual world, or more strongly (according
to my suggestion) of the not-p neighborhood of the actual world. And it is of
this or these not-p worlds that it says (in them) S does not believe that p.
What happens in yet other more distant not-p worlds is no concern of the
subjunctive 3.

The skeptic’s possibilities (let us refer to them as SK), of the person’s be-
ing deceived by a demon or dreaming or floating in a tank, count against the
subjunctive

(3) if p were false then S wouldn't believe that p

only if (one of) these possibilities would or might obtain if p were false; only
if one of these possibilities is in the not-p neighborhood of the actual world.
Condition 3 says: if p were false, 5 still would not believe p. And this can hold
even though there is some situation SK described by the skeptic in which p is
false and S believes p. If p were false S still would not believe p, even though
there is a situation SK in which p is false and S does believe p, provided that
this situation SK wouldn’t obtain if p were false. If the skeptic describes a sit-
uation SK which would not hold even if p were false then this situation SK
doesn’t show that 3 is false and so does not (in this way at least) undercut
knowledge. Condition C acts to rule out skeptical hypotheses.

C: not-p — SK does not obtain.

Any skeptical situation SK which satisfies condition C is ruled out. For a
skeptical situation SK to show that we don’t know that p, it must fail to satis-
fy C which excludes it; instead it must bela situation that might obtain if p
did not, and so satisfy C’s denial: :

not-(not-p — SK doesn’t o“vﬂmwbv.
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Although the skeptic’s imagined situations appear to show that 3 is false,
they do not; they satisfy condition C and so are excluded.

The skeptic might go on to ask whether we know that his imagined sit-
uations SK are excluded by condition C, whether we know that if p were
false SK would not obtain. However, typically he asks something stronger:
do we know that his imagined situation SK does not actually obtain? Do we
know that we are not being deceived by a demon, dreaming, or floating in a
tank? And if we do not know this, how can we know that p? Thus we are led
to the second way his imagined situations might show that we do not know
that p.

Skepticai =2sults

According to our account of knowledge, S knows that the skeptic’s situation

5 doesn € ot a aiia oinl 7 if

(1) SK doesn’t hold

(2) S believes that SK doesn’t hold

(3) If SK were to hold, S would not believe that SK doesn’t hold
(4) If SK were not to hold, S would believe it does not.

Let us focus on the third of these conditions. The skeptic has carefully chosen
his situations SK so that if they held we (still) would believe they did not. We
would believe we weren’t dreaming, weren’t being deceived, and so on,
even if we were. He has chosen situations SK such that if SK were to hold, S
would (still) believe that SK doesn’t hold—and this is incompatible with the
truth of 3.7

Since condition 3 is a necessary condition for knowledge, it follows that
we do not know that SK doesn’t hold. If it were true that an evil demon was
deceiving us, if we were having a particular dream, if we were floating in a
tank with our brains stimulated in a specified way, we would still believe we
were not. So, we do not know we’re not being deceived by an evil demon,
we do not know we're not in that tank, and we do not know we’re not hav-
ing that dream. So says the skeptic, and so says our account. And also so we
say—don’t we? For how could we know we are not being deceived that way,
dreaming that dream? If those things were happening to us, everything
would seem the same to us. There is no way we can know it is not happening
for there is no way we could tell if it were happening; and if it were happen-
ing we would believe exactly what we do now—in particular, we still would
believe that it was not. For this reason, we feel, and correctly, that we don’t
know—how could we?—that it is not happening to us. It is a virtue of our ac-
count that it yields, and explains, this result.

The skeptic asserts we do not know his possibilities don’t obtain, and he
is right. Attempts to avoid skepticism by claiming we do know these things
are bound to fail. The skeptic’s possibilities make us uneasy because, as we
deeply realize, we do not know they don’t obtain; it is not surprising that at-

® 167 @



Relevant Alternatives and Denying Closure

tempts to show we do know these things leave us suspicious, strike us even
as bad faith.2* Nor has the skeptic merely pointed out something obvious
and trivial. It comes as a surprise to realize that we do not know his possibil-
ities don’t obtain. It is startling, shocking. For we would have thought, be-
fore the skeptic got us to focus on it, that we did know those things, that we
did know we were not being deceived by a demon, or dreaming that dream,
or stimulated that way in that tank. The skeptic has pointed out that we do
not know things we would have confidently said we knew. And if we don’t
know these things, what can we know? So much for the supposed obvious-
ness of what the skeptic tells us. ,

Let us say that a situation (or world) is doxically identical for S to the ac-
tual situation when if S were in that situation, he would have exactly the be-
liefs (doxa) he actually does have. More generally, two situations are doxical-
ly identical for S if and only if he would have exactly the same beliefs in
them. It might be merely a curiosity to be told there are nonactual situations
doxically identical to the actual one. The skeptic, however, describes worlds
doxically identical to the actual world in which almost everything believed
is false.”

Such worlds are possible because we know mediately, not directly. This
leaves room for a divergence between our beliefs and the truth. It is as
though we possessed only two-dimensional plane projections of three-di-
mensional objects. Different three-dimensional objects, oriented appropri-
ately, have the same two-dimensional plane projection. Similarly, different
situations or worlds will lead to our having the very same beliefs. What is
surprising is how very different the doxically identical world can be—differ-
ent enough for almost everything believed in it to be false. Whether or not
the mere fact that knowledge is mediated always makes room for such a
very different doxically identical world, it does so in our case, as the skep-
tic’s possibilities show. To be shown this is nontrivial, especially when we re-
call that we do not know the skeptic’s possibility doesn’t obtain: we do not
know that we are not living in a doxically identical world wherein almost
everything we believe is false.”

What more could the skeptic ask for or hope to show? Even readers who
sympathized with my desire not to dismiss the skeptic too quickly may feel
this has gone too far, that we have not merely acknowledged the force of the
skeptic’s position but have succumbed to it.

The skeptic maintains that we know almost none of what we think we
know. He has shown, much to our initial surprise, that we do not know his
(nontrivial) possibility SK doesn’t obtain. Thus, he has shown of one thing
we thought we knew, that we didn’t and don’t. To the conclusion that we
know almost nothing, it appears but a short step. For if we do not know we
are not dreaming or being deceived by a demon or floating in a tank, then
how can I know, for example, that I am sitting before a page writing with a
pen, and how can you know that you are reading a page of a book?

However, although our account of knowledge agrees with the skepticin
saying that we do not know that not-SK, it places no formidable barriers be-
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fore my knowing that I am writing on a page with a pen. It is true that I am,
1 believe I am, if I weren’t I wouldn’t believe I was, and if I were, I would be-
lieve it. (I leave out the reference to method.) Also, it is true that you are read-
ing a page (please, don’t stop now!), you believe you are, if you weren't read-
ing a page you wouldn't believe you were, and if you were reading a page
you would believe you were. So according to the account, I do know that I
am writing on a page with a pen, and you do know that you are reading a
page. The account does not lead to any general skepticism.

Yet we must grant that it appears that if the skeptic is right that we don’t
know we are not dreaming or being deceived or floating in the tank, then it
cannot be that I know I am writing with a pen or that you know you are
reading a page. So we must scrutinize with special care the skeptic’s “short
step” to the conclusion that we don’t know these things, for either this step
cannot be taken or our account of knowledge is incoherent.

Nonclosure

In taking the “short step,” the skeptic assumes that if S knows that p and he
knows that ‘p entails ¢’ then he also knows that 4. In the terminology of the
logicians, the skeptic assumes that knowledge is closed under known logical
implication; that the operation of moving from something known to some-
thing else known to be entailed by it does not take us outside of the (closed)
area of knowledge. He intends, of course, to work things backwards, argu-
ing that since the person does not know that g, assuming (at least for the pur-
poses of argument) that he does know that p entails g, it follows that he does
not know that p. For if he did know that p, he would also know that g, which
he doesn't.

The details of different skeptical arguments vary in their structure, but
each one will assume some variant of the principle that knowledge is closed
under known logical implication. If we abbreviate “knowledge that p” by
“Kp” and abbreviate “entails” by the fishhook sign ” 3,” we can write this
principle of closure as the subjunctive principle

P: K(p 2 q) & Kp —Kaq.

If a person were to know that p entails 4 and he were to know that p then he
would know that g. The statement that g follows by modus ponens from the
other two stated as known in the antecedent of the subjunctive principle P;
this principle counts on the person to draw the inference to g.

You know that your being in a tank on Alpha Centauri entails your not
being in place X where you are. (I assume here a limited readership.) And
you know also the contrapositive, that your being at place X entails that you
are not then in a tank on Alpha Centauri. If you knew you were at X you
would know you're not in a tank (of a specified sort) at Alpha Centauri. But
you do not know this last fact (the skeptic has argued and we have agreed)
and so (he argues) you don’t know the first. Another intuitive way of putting
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the skeptic’s argument is as follows. If you know that two statements are in-
compatible and you know the first is true then you know the denial of the
second. You know that your being at X and your being in a tank on Alpha
Centauri are incompatible; so if you knew you were at X you would know
you were not in the (specified) tank on Alpha Centauri. Since you do not
know the second, you don’t know the first.?”

No doubt, it is possible to argue over the details of principle P, to point
out it is incorrect as it stands. Perhaps, though Kp, the person does not know
that he knows that p (that is, not-KKp) and so does not draw the inference to
g. Or perhaps he doesn’t draw the inference because not-KK(p 3 q). Other
similar principles face their own difficulties: for example, the principle that
K(p— q) — (Kp — Kq) fails if Kp stops p — g from being true, that is, if Kp —
not-(p — q); the principle that K(p =3 q) — K(Kp — Kq) faces difficulties if Kp
makes the person forget that (p = q) and so he fails to draw the inference to
q. We seem forced to pile K upon K until we reach something like KK(p = ¢}
& KKp — Kg; this involves strengthening considerably the antecedent of P
and so is not useful for the skeptic’s argument that p is not known. (From a
principle altered thus, it would follow at best that it is not known that p is
known.)

We would be ill-advised, however, to quibble over the details of P. Al-
though these details are difficult to get straight, it will continue to appear
that something like P is correct. If S knows that ‘p entails g’ and he knows
that p and knows that “(p and p entails g) entails ¢’ (shades of the Lewis Car-
roll puzzle we discuss below [in Nozick 1981]!) and he does draw the infer-
ence to g from all this and believes g via the process of drawing this infer-
ence, then will he not know that 47 And what is wrong with simplifying this
mass of detail by writing merely principle P, provided we apply it only to
cases where the mass of detail holds, as it surely does in the skeptical cases
under consideration? For example, I do realize that my being in the Van Leer
Foundation Building in Jerusalem entails that I am not in a tank on Alpha
Centauri; I am capable of drawing inferences now; I do believe Tam not in a
tank on Alpha Centauri (though not solely via this inference, surely); and so
forth. Won't this satisfy the correctly detailed principle, and shouldn't it fol-
low that I know I am not (in that tank) on Alpha Centauri? The skeptic
agrees it should follow; so he concludes from the fact that I don’t know I am
not floating in the tank on Alpha Centauri that I don’t know I am in Jerusa-
lem. Uncovering difficulties in the details of particular formulations of P will
not weaken the principle’s intuitive appeal; such quibbling will seem at best
like a wasp attacking a steamroller, at worst like an effort in bad faith to
avoid being pulled along by the skeptic’s argument.

Principle P is wrong, however, and not merely in detail. Knowledge is
not closed under known logical implication.® S knows that p when S has a
true belief that p, and S wouldn’t have a false belief that p (condition 3) and S
would have a true belief that p (condition 4). Neither of these latter two con-
ditions is closed under known logical implication.

Let us begin with condition !

3
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(3) if p were false, S wouldn’t believe that p.

When S knows that p, his belief that p is contingent on the truth of p, contin-
gent in the way the subjunctive condition 3 describes. Now it might be that p
entails g (and S knows this), that S’s belief that p is subjunctively contingent
on the truth of p, that S believes g, yet his belief that g is not subjunctively de-
pendent on the truth of g, in that it (or he) does not satisfy:

(3") if g were false, S wouldn't believe that 4.

For 3’ talks of what S would believe if g were false, and this may be a very
different situation than the one that would hold if p were false, even though
p entails g. That you were born in a certain city entails that you were born on
earth.? Yet contemplating what (actually) would be the situation if you were
not born in that city is very different from contemplating what situation
would hold if you weren’t born on earth. Just as those possibilities are very
different, so what is believed in them may be very different. When p entails q
(and not the other way around) p will be a stronger statement than g, and so
not-q (which is the antecedent of 3") will be a stronger statement than not-p
(which is the antecedent of 3). There is no reason to assume you will have the
same beliefs in these two cases, under these suppositions of differing
strengths.

There is no reason to assume the (closest) not-p world and the (closest)
not-g world are doxically identical for you, and no reason to assume, even
though p entails g, that your beliefs in one of these worlds would be a (prop-
er) subset of your beliefs in the other.

Consider now the two statements:

p =1 am awake and sitting on a chair in Jerusalem;

g =TI am not floating in a tank on Alpha Centauri being stimulated by
electrochemical means to believe that p.

The first one entails the second: p entails g. Also, I know that p entails g; and
I know that p. If p were false, I would be standing or lying down in the same
city, or perhaps sleeping there, or perhaps in a neighboring city or town. If
7 were false, I would be floating in a tank on Alpha Centauri. Clearly these
are very different situations, leading to great differences in what I then
would believe. If p were false, if I weren’t awake and sitting on a chair in Je-
rusalem, I would not believe that p. Yet if g were false, if I was floating in a
tank on Alpha Centauri, I would believe that g, that I was not in the tank,
and indeed, in that case, I would still believe that p. According to our ac-
count of knowledge, I know that p yet I do not know that g, even though (I
know) p entails q.

This failure of knowledge to be closed under known logical implication

stems from the fact that condition 3 is not closed under known logical impli-
cation; condition 3 can hold of one statement believed while not of another
known to be entailed by the first.’° It is clear that any account that includes

as a necessary condition for knowledge the subjunctive condition 3, not-p —
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not-(S believes that p), will have the consequence that knowledge is not
closed under known logical implication.”*

When p entails g and you believe each of them, if you do not have a false
belief that p (since p is true) then you do not have a false belief that 4. How-
ever, if you are to know something not only don’t you have a false belief
about it, but also you wouldn’t have a false belief about it. Yet, we have seen
how it may be that p entails g and you believe each and you wouldn’t have a
false belief that p yet you might have a false belief that g (that is, it is not the
case that you wouldn’t have one). Knowledge is not closed under the known
logical implication because “wouldn’t have a false belief that” is not closed
under known logical implication.

If knowledge were the same as (simply) true belief then it would be
closed under known logical implication (provided the implied statements
were believed). Knowledge is not simply true belief, however; additional
conditions are needed. These further conditions will make knowledge open
under known logical implication, even when the entailed statement is oe-
lieved, when at least one of the further conditions itself is open. Knowledge
stays closed (only) if all of the additional conditions are closed. I lack a gen-
eral nontrivial characterization of those conditions that are closed under
known logical implication; possessing such an illuminating characterization,
one might attempt to prove that no additional conditions of that sort could
provide an adequate analysis of knowledge.

Still, we can say the following. A belief that p is knowledge that p only if
it somehow varies with the truth of p. The causal condition for knowledge
specified that the belief was “produced by” the fact, but that condition did
not provide the right sort of varying with the fact. The subjunctive condi-
tions 3 and 4 are our attempt to specify that varying. But however an account
spells this out, it will hold that whether a belief that p is knowledge partly
depends on what goes on with the belief in some situations when p is false.
An account that says nothing about what is believed in any situation when p
is false cannot give us any mode of varying with the fact.

Because what is preserved under logical implication is truth, any condi-
tion that is preserved under known logical implication is most likely to
speak only of what happens when p, and g, are true, without speaking at all
of what happens when either one is false. Such a condition is incapable of
providing “varies with”; so adding only such conditions to true belief cannot
yield an adequate account of knowledge.”

A belief's somehow varying with the truth of what is believed is not
closed under known logical implication. Since knowledge that p involves
such variation, knowledge also is not closed under known logical implica-
tion. The skeptic cannot easily deny that knowledge involves such variation,
for his argument that we don’t know that we're not floating in that tank, for
example, uses the fact that knowledge does involve variation. (“If you were
floating in the tank you would still think you weren’t, so you don’t know
that you're not.”) Yet, though one part of his argument uses that fact that
knowledge involves such variation, another part of his argument presuppos-
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es that knowledge does not involve any such variation. This latter is the part
that depends upon knowledge being closed under known logical implica-
tion, as when the skeptic argues that since you don’t know that not-SK, you
don’t know you are not floating in the tank, then you also don’t know, for ex-
ample, that you are now reading a book. That closure can hold only if the
variation does not. The skeptic cannot be right both times. According to our
view he is right when he holds that knowledge involves such variation and
so concludes that we don’t know, for example, that we are not floating in that
tank; but he is wrong when he assumes knowledge is closed under known
logical implication and concludes that we know hardly anything.”

Knowledge is a real factual relation, subjunctively specifiable, whose
structure admits our standing in this relation, tracking, to p without standing
in it to some g which we know p to entail. Any relation embodying some
variation of belief with the fact, with the truth (value), will exhibit this struc-
tura! “eature. The skeptic is right that we don’t track some particular truths—
the ones stating that his skeptical possibilities SK don’t hold—but wrong
that we don’t stand in the real knowledge-relation of tracking to many other
truths, including ones that entail these first mentioned truths we believe but
don’t know.

The literature on skepticism contains writers who endorse these skepti-
cal arguments (or similar narrower ones), but confess their inability to main-
tain their skeptical beliefs at times when they are not focusing explicitly on
the reasoning that led them to skeptical conclusions. The most notable exam-
ple of this is Hume:

I am ready to reject all belief and reasoning, and can look upon no opinion
even as more probable or likely than another ... Most fortunately it happens
that since reason is incapable of dispelling these clouds, nature herself suffices
to that purpose, and cures me of this philosophical melancholy and delirium,
either by relaxing this bent of mind, or by some avocation, and lively
impression of my senses, which obliterate all these chimeras. I dine, I play a
game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends; and when
after three or four hours’ amusement, I would return to these speculations,
they appear so cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my
heart to enter into them any farther.

(A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, section VII)

The great subverter of Pyrrhonism or the excessive principles of skepticism is
action, and employment, and the occupations of common life. These
principles may flourish and triumph in the schools; where it is, indeed,
difficult, if not impossible, to refute them. But as soon as they leave the shade,
and by the presence of the real objects, which actuate our passions and
sentiments, are put in opposition to the more powerful principles of our
nature, they vanish like smoke, and leave the most determined skeptic in the
same condition as other mortals . . . And though a Pyrrhonian may throw
himself or others into a momentary amazement and confusion by his
profound reasonings; the first and most trivial event in life will put to flight all
his doubts and scruples, and leave him the same, in every point of action and
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speculation, with the philosophers of every other sect, or with those who
never concerned themselves inany philosophical researches. When he awakes
from his dream, he will be the first to join in the laugh against himself, and to
confess that all his objections are mere amusement.

(An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section XII, Part II)

The theory of knowledge we have presented explains why skeptics of vari-
ous sorts have had such difficulties in sticking to their far-reaching skeptical
conclusions “outside the study”, or even inside it when they are not thinking
specifically about skeptical arguments and possibilities SK.

The skeptic’s arguments do show (but show only) that we don’t know
the skeptic’s possibilities SK do not hold; and he is right that we don’t track
the fact that SK does not hold. (If it were to hold, we would still think it
didn’t.) However, the skeptic’s arguments don’t show we do not know other
facts (including facts that entail not-SK) for we do track these other facts
(and knowledge is not closed under known logical entailment.) Since we do
track these other facts—you, for example, the fact that you are reading a
book; I, the fact that I am writing on a page—and the skeptic tracks such
facts too, it is not surprising that when he focuses on them, on his relation-
ship to such facts, the skeptic finds it hard to remember or maintain his view
that he does not know those facts. Only by shifting his attention back to his
relationship to the (different) fact that not-SK, which relationship is not
tracking, can he revive his skeptical belief and make it salient. However, this
skeptical triumph is evanescent, it vanishes when his attention turns to oth-
er facts. Only by fixating on the skeptical possibilities SK can he maintain his
skeptical virtue; otherwise, unsurprisingly, he is forced to confess to sins of
credulity.

NOTES

1. This chapter’s focus upon the existence (and possibility) of bits of knowledge that p. Knowledge is diverse.
We know particular current facts about ourselves and our immediate environments, facts about our pasts, our
parents, our pans, facts we were taught or read about history, other societies, current affairs, things science
has found out, parts of mathematics, even perhaps whole subjects; also, there are people and places we know,
and things we know how to do.

Moreover, our knowledge is not simply a bunch of separate items; it forms an interconnected network. It
is not quite a system—more a fabric: some parts more tightly woven than others, with holes and rents, some
patches, worn spots and many threads dangling. (Think of it as a child’s security blanket.) There are also
many interesting questions about the overall structure and shape of this fabric, and how its parts intercon-
nect, the overall pattern, if any, the differently colored threads exhibit. (In representing a current state of
knowledge we would want to include not only the current state and interconnections of what is known—the
fabric—but also the problems known of, ongoing attempts at solution, and so forth.) Such questions will re-
ceive more attention with the decline of the view, predominant for centuries, of knowledge as a structure with
foundations.

2. There also is the possibility wherein there is no intermediate route; the experiences arise uncaused, at ran-
dom. Unlike the skeptical possibilities, however, this one would not explain why the experiences are had.

3. Most recently, my colleague Hilary Putnam has used considerations from the theory of reference in an at-
tempt toward formulating a transcendental argument that would undercut the skeptical possibility: if we can
successfully describe the possibility, using constituent terms that refer, then it cannot hold true. (See Putnam
1977; he extends the argument in this volume). Recall another earlier attempt. The “paradigm case argument”
held that since some situations were the very type of situation wherein was taught the application of a term,
“free will” for example, the term must refer to that type of situation. This argument is now rightly discredit-
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ed; one would expect Putnam’s more sophisticated use of a theory of reference to fall before correspondingly
more sophisticated versions of the earlier objections.

First, at best, Putnam’s arguments shows the terms have something they refer to, not that we are in any
sort of direct contact with the referents. For all the arguments shows, we could be floating in the tank using
terms whose reference is parasitic on the terms of the psychologists, who are not. Second, we cannot tell from
Putnam’s argument which terms will have a referent that fits them; for the meaning of some can be built up
out of the other terms (for subatomic particles, say) which, while they do refer, are not explicitly mentioned in
the skeptic’s science fiction story. Third, though the “tank” is a salient device to pose the problem, the story
need not assume you are materially ensconced; then the mode of influence exerted by the other conscious-
nesses will not be mediated materially.

4. Gettier 1963.
5. See Goldman 1967.

6. Paul Benacerraf wrestles with the problems a causal account causes for mathematical knowledge in Benac-
erref 1973. For an attempt to defend the causal account in application to mathematics, see Steiner 1975.

7. Despite some demurrals in the literature, there is general agreement that conditions 1 and 2 are necessary
for knowledge. (For some recent discussions, see Armstrong 1973, chap. 10; Lehrer 1974, chaps. 2,3.) I shall
take for granted that this is so, without wishing to put much weight on its being belief that is the precise cog-
nitive attitude (as opposed to thinking it so, accepting the statement, and so on) or on the need to introduce
truth as opposed to formulating the first condition simply as: p.

I should note that our procedure here does not stem from thinking that every illuminating discussion of
an important philosophical notion must present (individuaily) necessary and (jointly) sufficient conditions.

8. Below, we discuss further the case where though the fact that p causes the person’s belief that p, he would
believe it anyway, even if it were not true. I should note here that I assume bivalence throughout this chapter,
and consider only statements that are true if and only if their negations are false.

9. See Stalnaker 1968; Lewis 1973; and Bennett 1974.

Our purposes require, for the most part, no more than an intuitive understanding of subjunctives. How-
ever, it is most convenient to examine here some further issues, which will be used once or twice later. Lewis’s
account has the consequence that p — q whenever p and q are both true; for the possible world where p is true
that is the closest to the actual world is the actual world itself, and in that world g is true. We might try to rem-
edy this by saying that when p is true, p — q is true if and only if 4 is true in all p worlds closer (by the metric)
to the actual world than is any not-p world. When p is false, the usual accounts hold that p — q is true when g
holds merely in the closest p worlds to the actual world. This is too weak, but how far out must one go among
the p worlds? A suggestion parallel to the previous one is: out until one reaches another not-p world (still fur-
ther out). So if 4 holds in the closest p world w1 but not in the p world wy, even though no not-p world lies be-
tween w; and wo, then, (under the suggestion we are considering) the subjunctive is false. A unified account
can be offered for subjunctives, whatever the truth value of their antecedents. The p neighborhood of the ac-
tual world A is the closest p band to it; that is, w is in the p neighborhood of the actual world if and only if p is
true in w and there are no worlds w; and ws such that not-p is true in wy and p is true in w, and w is closer to
A than wo is to A, and w is at least as close to A as w1 is to A. A subjunctive p— q is true if and only if g is true
throughout the p neighborhood of the actual world.

If it is truly a random matter which slit a photon goes through, then its going through (say) the right slit
does not establish the subjunctive: if a photon were fired at that time from that source it would go through the
right hand slit. For when p equals A photon is fired at that time from that source, and q equals the photon goes
through the right hand slit, g is not true everywhere in the p neighborhood of the actual world.

This view of subjunctives with a possible-worlds framework is inadequate if there is no discrete p band
of the actual world, as when for each positive distance from the actual world A, there are both p and not-p
worlds so distant. Even if this last is not generally so, many p worlds that interest us may have their distances
from A matched by non-p worlds. Therefore, let us redefine the relevant p band as the closes spread of p
worlds such that there is no not-p world intermediate in distance from A to two p worlds in the spread unless
there is also another p world in the spread the very same distance from A. By definition it is only p worlds in
the p band, but some not-p worlds may be equidistant from A.

Though this emendation allows us to speak of the closest spread of p worlds, it no longer is so clear
which worlds in this p band subjunctives (are to) encompass. We have said it is not sufficient for the truth of p
— q that g hold in that one world in the p band closest to the actual world. Is it necessary, as our first sugges-
tion has it, that g hold in all the p worlds in the closest p band to the actual world? Going up until the first
“pure” stretch of not-p worlds is no longer as natural a line to draw as when we imagined “pure” p neighbor-
hoods. Since there are already some not-p worlds the same distance from A as some members of the p band,
what is the special significance of the first unsullied not-p stretch? There seems to be no natural line, though,
coming before this stretch yet past the first p world. Perhaps nothing stronger can be said than this: p — q
when g holds for some distance out in the closest p band to the actual world, that is, when all the worlds in
this first part of that closest p band are 4. The distance need not be fixed as the same for all subjunctives, al-
though various general formulas might be imagined, for example, that the distance is a fixed percentage of
the width of the p band. ’

I put forth this semantics for subjuntives in a possible-worlds framework with some diffidence, having
little inclination to pursue the details. Let me emphasize, though, that this semantics does not presuppose any
realist view that all possible worlds obtain. (Such a view was discussed in the previous chapter.) I would hope
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that into this chapter’s subjuntively formulated theoretical structure can be plugged (without too many mod-
ifications) whatever theory of subjunctives turns out to be adequate, so that the theory of knowledge we for-
mulate is not sensitive to variations in the analysis of subjunctives. In addition to Lewis and Stalnaker cited
above, see Adams 1976; J.H. Sobel, “Probability, Chance and Choice” (unpublished book manuscript); and a
book by Igal Kvart.

10. If the possible-worlds formalism is used to represent counterfactuals and subjunctives, the relevant
worlds are not those p worlds that are closest or most similar to the actual world, unless the measure of close-
ness or similarity is: what would obtain if p were true. Clearly, this cannot be used to explain when subjunc-
tives hold true, but it can be used to represent them. Compare utility theory which represents preferences but
does not explain them. Still, it is not a trivial fact that preferences are so structured that they can be represent-
ed by a real-valued function, unique up to a positive linear transformation, even though the representation
(by itself) does not explain these preferences. Similarly, it would be of interest to know what properties hold
of distance metrics which serve to represent subjunctives, and to know how subjunctives must be structured
and interrelated so that they can be given a possible worlds representation. (With the same one space serving
all subjunctives?)

One further word on this point. Imagine a library where a cataloguer assigns call numbers based on facts
of sort F. Someone, perhaps the cataloguer, then places each book on the shelf by looking at its call number,
and inserting it betwen the two books whose call numbers are most nearly adjacent to its own. The call num-
ber is derivative from facts of type F, yet it plays some explanatory role, not merely a representational one.
“Why is this book located precisely there? Because of its number.” Imaginge next another library where the
person who places books on the shelves directly considers facts of type E, using them to order the books and
to interweave new ones. Someone else might notice that this ordering can be represented by an assignment of
numbers, numbers from which other information can be derived as well, for example, the first letter of the last
name of the principal author. But such an assigned number is no explanation of why a book in this library is
located between two others (or why its author’s last name begins with a certain letter). I have assumed that
utility numbers stand to preferences, and closeness or similarity measures stand to subjunctives, as the call
numbers do to the books, and to the facts of type F they exhibit, in the second library.

11. G.C. Stine (reprinted in this volume) who attributes the example to Carl Ginet.

12. This last remark is a bit too brisk, for that account might use a subjunctive criterion for when an alterna-
tive q to p is relevant (namely, when if p were not to hold, g would or might), and utilize some further notion
of what it is to rule out relevant alternatives (for example, here evidence against them), so that it did not turn
out to be equivalent to the account we offer.

13. More accurately, since the truth of the antecedent and consequent is not necessary for the truth of the sub-
junctive either, 4 says something different from 1 and 2.

14. Texperimented with some other conditions which adequately handled this as well as some other problem
cases, but they succumbed to further difficulties. Though much can be learned from applying these condi-
tions, presenting all the details would engage only the most masochistic readers. So I simply will list them,
each at one time a candidate to stand alone in place of condition 4.

(a) S believes that not-p — not-p.

(b) S believes that not-p — not-p or it is through some other method that S believes not-p. (Methods are
discussed on pp. 179-187 of Nozick 1981.)

(¢) (S-believes p or S believes not-p) — not-(S believes p, and not-p holds) and not-(S believes not-p, and p
holds).

(d) not-(S believes that p) — not-(p and S believes that not-p).
(e) not-(p and S believes that p) — not-(not-p and S believes that p or p and S believes that not-p).
15. Harman 1973, chap. 9, pp. 142-154.

16. What if the situation or world where he too hears the later false denials is not so close, so easily occurring?
Should we say that everything that prevents his hearing the denial easily would not have happened, and does
not in some close world?

17. This reformulation introduces an apparent asymmetry between the consequents of conditions 3 and 4.
Since we have rewritten 4 as

p — S believes that p and not-(S believes that not-p),
why is 3 not similarly rewritten as

not-p — not-(S believes that p) and S believes that not-p?

It is knowledge that p we are analyzing, rather than knowledge that not-p. Knowledge of p involves a stronger
relation to p than to not-p. Thus, we did not first write the third condition for knowledge of p as: not-p — S be-
lieves that not-p; also the following is not true: S knows that p — (not-p — S knows that not-p).

Imagine that someone S knows whether or not p, but it isinot yet clear to us which he knows, whether he

knows that p or knows that not-p. Still, merely given that S knows that ———, we can say:
not-p — not-(S believes that p) 5
p — not=(S believes that not-p) 4
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Now when the blank is filled in, either with p or with not-p, we have to add S's believing it to the consequent
of the subjunctive that begins with it. That indicates which one he knows. Thus, when it is p that he knows, we
have to add to the consequent of the second subjunctive (the subjunctive that begins with p): S believes that p.
We thereby transform the second subjunctive into:

p — not-(S believes that not-p) and S believes that p.

Except for a rearrangement of which is written first in the consequent, this is condition 4. Knowledge that p
especially tracks p, and this special focus on p (rather than not-p) gets expressed in the subjunctive, not mere-
ly in the second condition.

There is another apparent asymmetry in the antecedents of the two subjunctives 3 and 4, not due to the
reformulation. When actually p is true and S believes that p, condition 4 looks some distance out in the p
neighborhood of the actual world, while condition 3 looks some distance out in the not-p neighborhood,
which itself is farther away from the actual world than the p neighborhood. Why not have both conditions
look equally far, revising conditions 3 to require merely that the closest world in which p is false yet S believes
that p be some distance from the actual world? It then would parallel condition 4, which says that the closest
world in which p yet p is not believed is some distance away from the actual world. Why should condition 3
look farther from the actual world than condition 4 does? However, despite appearances, both conditions
look at distance symmetrically. The asymmery is caused by the fact that the actual world, being a p world, is
not symmetrical between p and not-p. Condition 3 says that in the closest not-p world, not-(S believes that p),
and that this ‘not-(S believes that p)’ goes out through the first part of the not-p neighborhood of the actual
world. Condition 4 says that in the closest p world, S believes that p, and that this ‘S believes that p’ goes out
through the first part of the p neighborhood of the actual world. Thus the two conditions are symmetrical; the
different distances to which they extend stems not from an asymmetry in the conditions but from one in the
actual world—it being (asymmetrically) p.

18. There is an immense amount of literature concerning skepticism. See, for example, Empiricus; Popkin
1964; Naess 1968; Descartes 1960; “Proof of an External World,” “A Defense of Common Sense,” “Certainty,”
and “Four Forms of Skepticism” in Moore 1959; Austin 1961; Wittgenstein 1969; Lehrer 1978; Unger 1975;
Slote 1970; Firth 1967; Clarke 1972; and Cavell 1979.

19. From the perspective of explanation rather than proof, the extensive philosophical discussion, deriving
form Charles S. Peirce, of whether the skeptic’s doubts are real is beside the point. The problem of explaining
how knowledge is possible would remain the same, even if no one ever claimed to doubt there was knowl-
edge.

20. Subjunctive with actually false antecedents and actually true consequents have been termed by Goodman
semifactuals. R is the semi-factual: not-p — S believes p.

21. Should one weaken condition 3, so that the account of knowledge merely denies the opposed subjunctive
R? That would give us: not-(not-p — S believes p). This holds when 3 does not, in situations where if p were
false, S might believe p, and also might not believe it. The extra strength of 3 is needed to exclude these as sit-
uations of knowledge.

22. Though it does show the falsity of the corresponding entailment, “not-p entails not-(S believes that p).”

23. If a person is to know that SK doesn’t hold, then condition 3 for knowledge must be satisfied (with “SK
doesn’t hold” substituted for p). Thus, we get

(3) not-(SK doesn’t hold) — not-(S believes that SK doesn’t hold).
Simplifying the Antecedent, we have.
(3) SK holds — not-(S believes that SK doesn’t hold).
The skeptic has chosen a situation SK such that the following is true of it:
SK holds — S believes that SK doesn’t hold.

Having the same antecedent as 3 and a contradictory consequent, this is incompatible with 3. Thus, condition
3 is not satistied by the person’s belief that SK does not hold. )

24. Descartes would presumably would refute the tank hypothesis as he did the demon hypothesis, through
a proof of the existence of a good God who would not allow anyone, demon or psychologist, permanently to
deceive us. The philosophical literature has concentrated on the question of whether Descartes can prove this
(without begging the question against the demon hypothesis). The literature has not discussed whether even
a successful proof of the existence of a good God can help Descartes to conclude he is not almost always mis-
taken. Might not a good God have his own reasons foe deceiving us; might he not deceive us temporarily—a
period which includes all of our life thus far (but not in the afterlife)? To the question of why God did not cre-
ate us so that we never would make errors, Descartes answers that the motives of God are inscrutable to us.
Do we know that such an inscrutable God could not be motivated to deceive us?

Alternatively, could not such a good God be motivated to deceive itself temporarily, even if not another?
(Compare various Indian doctrines designed to explain our ignorance of our own true nature, that is, Atman-
Brahman’s or, on another theory, the purusha’s nature.) Whether from playfulness or whatever motive, such
a good God would temporarily deceive itself, perhaps even thinking it is a human being living in a material
realm. Can we know, via Descartes’ argument, that this is not our situation? And so forth.

These possibilities, and others similar, are so obvious that some other explanation, I mean the single-
minded desire to refute skepticism, must be given for why they are not noticed and discussed.

Similarly, one could rescrutinize the cogito argument. Can “I think” only be produced by something that
exists? Suppose Shakespeare had written for Hamlet the line, “I think, therefore I am,” or a fiction is written
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in which a character named Descartes says this, or suppose a character in a dream of mine says this; does it
follow that they exist? Can someone use the cogito argument to prove he himself is not a fictional or dream
character? Descartes asked how he could know he wasn’t dreaming; he should have asked how he could
know he wasn’t dreamed. See further Nozick 1980.

25. 1say almost everything, because there still could be some true beliefs such as “I exist.” More limited skep-
tical possibilities present worlds doxically identical to the actual world in which almost every belief of a cer-
tain sort is false, for example, about the past, or about other people’s mental states. See the discussion below
in the section on narrower skepticisms.

26. Letwy, ..., w, be worlds doxically identical to the actual world for S. He doesn’t know he is not in wy, he
doesn’t know he is not in w, . . . ; does it follow that he doesn’t know he is in the actual world w, or in one
very much like it (in its truths)? Not if the situation he would be in if the actual world w, did not obtain
wasn't one of the doxically identical worlds; if the world that then would obtain would show its difference
form the actual one w, he would then not believe he was in wa.

However, probably there are some worlds not very different from the actual world (in that they have
mostly the same truths) and even doxically identical to it, which might obtain if wa did not. In that case, S
would not know he was in w, specified in all its glory. But if we take the disjunction of these harmless worlds
(insofar as drastic skeptical conclusions go) doxically identical with w, then S will know that this disjunction
holds. For if it didn’t, he would notice that.

27. This argument proceeds from the fact that floating in the tank is incompatible with being at X. Another
form of the skeptic’s argument, one which we shall consider later, proceeds from the fact that floating in the
tank is incompatible with knowing that you are at X (or almost anything else).

28. Note that I am not denying that Kp & K(p =3 q) — Believes g.

29. Here again I assume a limited readership. And ignore possibilities such as those described in Blish, Cities
in Flight.

30. Thus, the following is not a deductively valid form of inference.
p =3 g (and S knows this)
not-p — not-(S believes that p)
Therefore, not-q — not-(S believes that p).

Furthermore, the example in the text shows that even the following is not a deductively valid form of infer-
ence.

» =3 g (and S knows this)

not-p — not-(S-believes that p)

Therefore, not-g — not-(S believes that p).
Nor is this one deductively valid:

P34

not-g —r

Therefore, not-p — 7.

31. Does this same consequence of nonclosure under known logical implication follow as well from condition
4 p — S believes that p? When p is not actually true, condition 4 can hold of p yet not of a g known to be en-
tailed by p. For example, let p be the (false) statement that I am in Antarctica, and let g be the disjunction of p
with some other appropriate statement; for example, let g be the statement that I am in Antarctica or I lost
some object yesterday though I have not yet realized it. If p were true I would know it, p entails g, yet if g were
true [ wouldn't know it, for the way it would be true would be my losing some object without realizing it, and
if that happened I would not know it.

This example to show that condition 4 is not closed under known logical implication depends on the (ac-
tual) falsity of p. I do not think there is any suitable example to show this in the case where p is true, leaving
aside the trivial situation when the person simply does not infer the entailment statement .

32. Suppose some component of the condition, call it ', also speaks of some cases when p is false, and when g
is false; might it then provide “varies with”, even though C” is preserved under known logical implication, and
is transmitted form p to g when p entails g and is known to entail 42 If this condition C’ speaks of some cases
where not-p and of some cases where not-7, then C’ will be preserved under known logical implication if, when
those cases of not-p satisfy it, and p entails g, then also those cases of not-4 satisfy it. Thus, C’ seems to speak of
something as preserved from some cases of not-p to some cases of not-g, which is preservation in the reverse di-
rection to the entailment involving these, from not-g to not-p. Thus, a condition that is preserved under known
logical implication and that also provides some measure of “varies with” must contain a component condition
saying that something interesting (other than falsity) is preserved in the direction opposite to the logical impli-
cation (for some cases); and moreover, that component itselfimust be preserved in the direction of the logical
implication because the condition including it is. It would be interesting to see such a condition set out.

33. Reading an earlier draft of this chapter, friends pointed OWE to me that Fred Dretske already had defended
the view that knowledge (as one among many epistemic congepts) is not closed under logical implication (See
Dretske, in this volume). Furthermore, Dretske presented a subjunctive condition for knowledge (Dretske
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1971), holding that S knows that p on the basis R only if: R would not be the case unless p were the case. Here
Dretske ties the evidence subjunctively to the fact, and the belief based on the evidence subjunctively to the fact
through the evidence. (Our account of knowledge has not yet introduced or discussed evidence or reasons at
all. While this condition corresponds to our condition 3, he has nothing corresponding to 4.) So Dretske has
hold of both pieces of our account, subjunctive and nonclosure, and he even connects them in a passing foot-
note (Dretske, in this volume, n. 4), noticing that any account of knowledge that relies on a subjunctive condi-
tional will not be closed under known logical implication. Dretske also has the notion of a relevant alternative
as “one that might have been realized in the existing circumstances if the actual state of affairs had not materi-
alized” (p. 142), holding that the skeptic is right about some things but not about others. ’

It grieves me somewhat to discover that Dretske also had all this, and was there first. It raises the ques-
tion, also, of why these views have not yet had the proper impact. Dretske makes his points in the midst of
much other material, some of it less insightful. The independent statement and delineation of the position
here, without the background noise, I hope will make clear its many merits.

After Goldman’s paper on a causal theory of knowledge (Goldman 1967), an idea then already “in the
air,” it required no great leap to consider subjunctive conditions. Some two months after the first version of
this chapter was written, Goldman himself published a paper on knowledge utilizing counterfactuals (Gold-
man 1976), also talking of relevant possibilities (without using the counterfactuals to identify which possibil-
ities are relevant); and an unpublished survey article by Robert Shope has called my attention to a paper of
Carrier 1971 that also used subjunctive conditions including our condition 3. Armstrong’s reliability view of
knowledge (Armstrong 1973, pp. 166, 169) involving a lawlike connection between the belief that p and the
state of affairs that makes it true. Clearly, the idea is one whose time has come.
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