
 1

Michael Williams 
Rutgers Epistemology Conference 2009 
Draft: not for quotation 
 

 

Skepticism, Evidence and Entitlementi

 

1. Three Approaches to Skepticism 

 I want to do three things. First, I shall offer a framework for thinking about the so-

called threat of skepticism: how the threat arises and what it is a threat to. I shall then turn 

to two interesting recent suggestions as to how the threat can be turned aside: Crispin 

Wright’s theory of entitlement,ii and James Pryor’s dogmatism about perception. iii I shall 

argue that, while both ways with the skeptic contain important insights, neither is 

satisfactory as it stands. Each, in its own way, is too concessive; and neither is 

diagnostically adequate. Finally, I shall indicate how can do better.  However, going my 

way requires changing more than certain ways of thinking about knowledge: it involves 

reconsidering deeply entrenched ways of thinking about epistemology. 

 

2. Varieties of Skepticism.

Before discussing why skepticism is a problem, I need to say what skepticism is. 

Skepticism takes various forms, which we need to get under some measure of theoretical 

control. 

 First, skepticism can vary in its force or character. Here, we must distinguish 

between skepticism as doctrine, skepticism as attitude or practice, and skepticism as 

prescription. Doctrinal (we could also say theoretical) skepticism is (acceptance or at 
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least non-denial of) a skeptical doctrine or thesis: for example, the thesis that we have no 

knowledge.iv By contrast, suspensive (or practical) skepticism involves a change in one’s 

epistemic attitudes or practices: for example, doubting things that one was previously 

certain of, ceasing to claim knowledge, or even abandoning some significant portion of 

one’s beliefs altogether. Finally, prescriptive skepticism consists in (endorsing) a 

skeptical prescription: for example, that (rationally) one ought to renounce claims to 

knowledge, or to abandon certain beliefs, and so on. The importance of prescriptive 

skepticism will emerge in a moment. 

 Skepticism of whatever character varies in extent: what a skeptic is skeptical 

about. We should notice three dimensions of variation. First, forms of skepticism can 

differ in their epistemic target, which may be knowledge (according to some demanding 

conception), justification (perhaps falling short of knowledge), or mere belief (justified or 

not). Second, they can vary in their topical range. Skepticism can be universal, when no 

claim is exempt, or restricted, as in the case of external world skepticism. Finally, there is 

the matter of contextual scope.  Some philosophers hold that skeptical these state truths, 

or that skeptical attitudes can get a real grip on us, only in special circumstances, 

typically those in which we engage in philosophical inquiry. 

 Doctrinal skepticism varies in modal strength. A modally weak skeptical thesis 

will say e.g. that in fact none of our beliefs (or beliefs in some domain) amount to 

knowledge, whereas its modally strong counterpart will say that in the domain in question 

knowledge is impossible. The reason we lack knowledge is not that we haven’t tried hard 

enough but that we can’t get it, no matter how hard we try 
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Doctrinal, suspensive and prescriptive skepticism furnish the potential 

components of skeptical stances. A skeptical stance might perhaps be simple or single-

component: for example, when skepticism is treated as a purely theoretical affair, without 

prescriptive or suspensive implications. However, I think that skeptical stances are 

generally (and perhaps invariably) complex. In the cas of a complex stance, the relations 

between the components determine its stance’s structure.  For any stance, the extent of its 

components (which can vary) determines the stance’s content.  

 In modern (post-Descartes) treatments of skepticism, there is a conception of the 

structure of skeptical stances so pervasive that it deserves to be called “The Standard 

Model.”  The thought behind the model is that, if philosophical skepticism is not to be 

pathological, suspensive skepticism must be based on doctrinal skepticism via some 

epistemic prescription stating the conditions in which knowledge (or justification) may 

properly be claimed. In diagram form: 

Doctrinal Skepticism + Epistemic Prescription 

entail 

Prescriptive Skepticism, 

inducing (where possible) 

Suspensive Skepticism. 

Typically, the doctrinal component will take a high-value epistemic target, such as 

knowledge, while the suspensive component will concern belief, in which case the 

epistemic prescription will take the form of a doxastic norm.  Thus: 

Doctrinal Knowledge- (or Justification-) Skepticism + Doxastic Norm 

entail 
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Prescriptive Doxastic Skepticism, 

inducing (where possible) 

Suspensive Doxastic Skepticism. 

This is the Standard Model in its typical form. 

In the Standard Model, doctrinal skepticism plays a fundamental role, 

rationalizing the suspensive component. Now even with respect to doctrinal skepticism, 

my taxonomy yields a lot of boxes to tick. However, some combinations are more 

interesting than others. In my view, the most serious form of doctrinal skepticism takes 

justification as its primary epistemic target. The skeptic will of course deny that we have 

knowledge, but on the grounds that we don’t even get as far as having justified belief. 

Even given justification as epistemic target, however, skepticism can be more or less 

severe, depending on what we are willing to count as justification. I shall be concerned 

with radical skepticism: the thesis that none of our beliefs are justified to even the 

slightest degree. 

Interesting forms of skepticism are not just radical but hyper-general. Even 

restricted forms of skepticism, like external world scepticism, are wholly 

undiscriminating within their domain. Of course, there are countless things about the 

world around us that we will never be in a position to know or even to hold informed 

opinions about. But according to the radical skeptic, we are never in a position to hold a 

justified belief about the external world, no matter how simple its content and how 

apparently favourable our circumstances. 

So, radical, hyper-general and modally strong: this is the kind of skeptical thesis I 

am interested in and that Wright and Pryor are concerned with too. 



 5

We can now say something about the threat of skepticism. How does the threat 

arise and what exactly is threatened? 

Given the Standard Model, the threat inherent in a skeptical stance must arise 

from the stance’s doctrinal component.  Now the kind of doctrinal skepticism we are 

considering, which is radical, hyper-general and modally strong, already carries an air of 

threat by virtue of its severity. But obviously, doctrinal skepticism doesn’t become a 

problem merely by being threatening: it must also be (intellectually) alluring. If skeptical 

theses are to be alluring, skeptical arguments must strike us as plausible, even 

compelling, at least when we first encounter them. In my view, the combination of threat 

and allure demands that skeptical argument be, or at least appear to be, intuitive, by 

which I mean that skeptical conclusions must (appear to) follow from what anyone one 

can see, on reflection, to be features of our ordinary epistemic concepts and practices. If 

skeptical arguments were not (apparently) intuitive, we could take their skeptical 

implications to reflect adversely on their premises. So the skeptic’s arguments would 

either lack allure, or such allure as they possessed could be quickly dispelled. Or, 

assuming that we have reason to value (say) the distinction between justified and 

unjustified belief as ordinarily drawn, arguments for justification-scepticism must impugn 

that distinction. If they bear only on some obviously distorted version of the distinction, 

they will pose no threat (or it will take a lot of extra argument to show that they do). But 

things are different if, as the skeptic will claim, his premises are already ours. 

The threat of skepticism arises, then, from the severity and apparent intuitiveness 

of certain skeptical theses. However, we have not yet explained what the threat amounts 

to. Presumably, the threat arising from a skeptical doctrine must lie in the doctrine’s 
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suspensive implications. Endorsement (or perhaps even non-denial) of a sufficiently 

severe skeptical thesis must seem to require us to give up, or rationally abjure, something 

that we would rather keep, or continue to aspire to. The question is: what? 

Doctrinal skepticism challenges the legitimacy of ordinary beliefs and epistemic 

practices. The radical external word skeptic, say, argues that none of our beliefs about 

things around us are justified. If we are inclined to suppose that we ought not to hold 

unjustified beliefs, this puts us under pressure to endorse and (at least tryto) follow 

through on or another skeptical prescription. Perhaps we should stop holding beliefs 

about the external world. Or failing that, perhaps we should stop treating them as if they 

amounted to knowledge, or sorting them into those that are justified and those that aren’t. 

Hume famously argues that skeptical argumentation lacks the power to produce 

such effects. We are not going to stop holding beliefs about the world around us because 

we can’t. Nor are we going to renounce everyday epistemic discriminations, which we 

also inevitably start making when concern with skeptical theses fades.v In everday 

circumstances, suspension of either belief or epistemic discrimination is not an option. 

Since “ought” implies “can”, prescriptive skepticism is idle. It follows that doctrinal 

skepticism is no threat to everyday beliefs and epistemic practices. 

In fact, Hume does not think that skeptical doctrines are no threat. His view is 

rather that skepticism is subject to severe contextual constraint.  Although suspensive 

skepticism is not a stable, long-term option, it can be attained, or at least approached, in 

the context of sustained philosophical reflection, which detaches us from the perceptual 

and practical factors that ordinarily influence belief. The same goes for doctrinal 

skepticism, which is the root of suspensive. Although in everyday affairs it seems 
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ridiculous, we can attain a frame of mind in which it seems compelling. Thus Hume 

reports his oscillation between two epistemic stances: a believing and even knowledge-

claiming stance in the street, and across-the board skepticism in the study, with no over-

arching theoretical position to reconcile them.  I have called this feature of Hume’s 

outlook his “biperspectivalism.”vi

I find the claim that everyday beliefs desrt us in the study far-fetched. But even if 

skepticism is not much of a threat to everyday beliefs and epistemic practices, there is 

another way in which skepticism may force us to give something up. Suppose, contra 

Hume and contemporary contextualists, that skepticism lacks all power to undermine 

knowledge and knowledge-attributions even in the rarefied context of philosophical 

reflection. That is, suppose that, even in our philosopher’s study, we remain convinced 

that we have knowledge of the world (here and now and not just when we leave the 

study). Skepticism may still constitute a barrier (perhaps an insuperable barrier) to a 

reflective understanding of how this can be. We may be convinced that we do have 

knowledge. But being unable to explain how we have, we find ourselves in the meta-

skeptical position of thinking that, for all we can show, we very well may not. 

From a theoretical standpoint, this doctrinal meta-skepticism seems to me not 

much of an improvement on skepticism at first order. It is, I think, the real cost of overly 

concessive responses to doctrinal skepticism: that they lead, in the suspensive dimension, 

to skepticism about philosophy. Hume’s biperspectivalism amounts to skepticism of this 

kind.vii We should try to do better than Hume, and I think we can. 
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3. Cornerstones and Entitlements 

Wright and Pryor are both intrigued by Moore’s proof of an external world, and 

their reactions to the proof are a good way of getting at the distinctive features of their 

position.  However, where Moore’s argument is concerned with knowledge (he claims to 

know that the premises are true, to know that the conclusion follows and thus to know 

that the conclusion is true), Wright and Pryor are concerned with justification. Since 

issues concerning justification loom large in the kind of skepticism I shall be concerned 

with, I need to say something about how I understand justification. 

In my view, our conception of justification is Janus faced. One face looks towards 

epistemic responsibility: a person’s beliefs are justified to the extent that they are the 

result of epistemically responsible belief-management. The other looks toward reliability: 

to be justified, a belief must be the outcome of a reliable method or procedure, one that 

makes the belief (more) likely to be true. This interest in truth is the distinguishing 

feature of (at least certain central cases) of epistemic justification. Thus the two ways to 

thinking about justification are connected in an obvious way: we are interested in 

epistemically responsible belief-management as the way to increase the likelihood of our 

getting things like. Responsibility is the key to reliability. It seems to me that, to count as 

a case of knowledge, or to be justified sans phrase, a belief must be justified in both 

dimensions: it must be the result of a reliable procedure, responsibly handled. A good 

theory of justification should clarify the link between responsibility and reliability. I think 

that Wright, at least, agrees with this.  The problem is that skeptical considerations can 

make this task look impossible. 
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 Wright says that a proposition is a cornerstone for a given region of thought “just 

in case it would follow from a lack of warrant for it that one could not rationally claim 

warrant for any belief in the region.”viii  The most compelling arguments for skepticism 

now go by way of two lemmas. The first is that a certain proposition that we accept is 

indeed a cornerstone for a given region of thought. The second is that we have no warrant 

for accepting it. The skeptic concludes that no beliefs in the region are warranted. Wright 

considers two versions of this skeptical strategy, which he calls “Cartesian” and “I-II-III.” 

However, he takes the second to be much the more important, and so I shall concentrate 

on it here. 

 Consider, then, Moore’s proof of an external world (in Wright’s reconstruction). 

Letting P be any proposition concerning some perceptible fact about the world around me 

(e.g. that I have two hands, the proof goes as follows: 

I. My current experience is in all respects as if P. 

II. P. 

III. There is a material world. 

The experiential state recorded by I provides the best possible evidence anyone could 

have for P. Since experience sometimes misleads, the warrant that this evidence provides 

for P is defeasible. But defeasibility alone is not a source of serious skeptical concern. 

The skeptical problem is rooted in the fact that the warrant that I confers on P is 

“information-dependent” rather than unconditional. That is, the inference from I to P is a 

good one only if experience is a reliable, albeit less than perfect, guide to the word 

around us: a fortiori, only is there is a world to be right or wrong about.  III is thus a 

cornerstone for beliefs (such as P) about the material world.  But how do I learn that there 
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is a material world, except by way of acquiring beliefs about particular worldly facts?  

There is no way: that there is a material world is an empirical proposition, verifiable by 

experience if at all. It follows that any attempt to warrant belief in the material world 

must presuppose that very belief. In other words, we have a cornerstone for which we can 

have no warrant. Similar arguments can be mounted with respect to justifying inductive 

inferences by appeal to the uniformity of nature, to believing in the existence of other 

minds on the basis of behavioral evidence, and to believing in the past on the basis of 

ostensible memories and records available in the present.ix

 Arguments following the I-II-III template presuppose that beliefs in the target-

area are justified, if at all, by inference from some restricted range of information. But is 

this always so? If what we typically know through perception is how things are in the 

world, the skeptic’s argument need not trouble us. Wright replies that, while the 

“justificational architecture exploited by I-II-III skepticism” might be challenged in 

certain applications, there is no prospect or repudiating it generally.  Even if we have 

some direct knowledge of worldly facts, we do not have much: cognitive locality is the 

ineluctable condition of any finite inquirer. With this claim in mind, I shall call skeptical 

problems that emerge from Wright’s I-II-III pattern locality problems. In a locality 

problem, the skeptic depicts us as trying to use locally available evidence (cited in 

premise I) to warrant some more general conclusion (III). The justifying inference goes 

through a lemma, II, warranted by I and entailing III. The trouble—clearly visible in 

Wright’s reconstruction of Moore’s proof—is that the defeasible warrant that I gives for 

II depends on III’s already being warranted. In such a case, Wright says, the warrant that 
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I confers on II does not “transmit” to III.  Suffering transmission failure, Moore’s 

argument goes nowhere. 

An argument for non-transmission of warrant shows that we (necessarily) lack 

empirical warrant for some relevant cornerstone. But to reach a skeptical conclusion, we 

must show that the cornerstone has no warrant at all. Hume recognizes this, for in 

developing his inductive skepticism he canvasses (and rejects) the possibility that the 

Uniformity Principle—a cornerstone for inductive reasoning--is warranted a priori. 

Generalizing Hume’s point, Wright argues that the cornerstones targeted by all locality 

arguments are empirical propositions, thus not warrantable a priori. But he does not 

conclude that the skeptic wins.  Rather, he claims, the cornerstone strategy contains a 

fatal lacuna.  The skeptic overlooks the possibility of warrant that is rational but non-

evidential. This is the kind of warrant Wright calls “entitlement.” 

Wright’s conception of entitlement is inspired by Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein 

remarks that certain apparently empirical propositions lie “apart from the route traveled 

by inquiry” and thereby play a quite different role in our epistemic practices.  Thus: 

341.  …[T]he questions we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some 

propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges  on which those 

turn. 

342.  That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations hat 

certain things are in deed not doubted. 

343.   But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate 

everything, and for that reason, and for that reason are forced to rest content with 

assumption.  If I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.x
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Because hinge propositions make forms of inquiry possible, their “standing fast” is 

epistemically enabling.  This is why they are not assumptions but rational 

presuppositions. 

 Wright may seem to differ from Wittgenstein in thinking of cornerstones  as 

genuinely (and not merely apparently) empirical. However, by “empirical proposition” 

Wittgenstein seems to mean a proposition that is susceptible of straightforward 

confirmation or disconfirmation by empirical evidence. Wright, in insisting that 

cornerstones are empirical, means only that they could be false. So perhaps there is no 

serious disagreement here. 

 Another possible difference between Wittgenstein and Wright is that that 

Wittgenstein’s “hinge” propositions do not seem to be limited to the generic reliability-

presuppositions and/or ontological commitments that interest Wright and the traditional 

skeptic. (Indeed, it is not entirely clear that all such supposed presuppositions are even 

included in Wittgenstein’s category.) Wright’s narrower focus is significant, for it allows 

him to attempt something that Wittgenstein does not: a systematic classification of the 

ways in which non-evidential entitlement arises. He finds four. 

a. Strategic Entitlement. The paradigm is Reichenbach’s defence of induction.  If 

nature is uniform, induction will work (in the long run). If it isn’t, no method of 

ampliative inference will work. In consequence, following inductive methods 

rationally dominates eschewing them. The decision over whether to assume 

uniformity is like the one I would face if stranded on a desert island, where the 

only food is some fruit that may or may not be safe to eat. If I eat it, I may live or 

I may die. But if I don’t eat it, I will certainly starve. Eating therefore dominates 
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not eating. But there is an important difference. Whereas my entitlement to eat the 

fruit is restricted to special circumstances, thus conditional, my need to employ 

inductive methods is pervasive and my entitlement to do so correspondingly 

absolute. 

b. Entitlement of Cognitive Project. Wittgenstein notes that, “One cannot make 

experiments if there are not some things that one does not doubt….If I make an 

experiment I do not doubt the existence of he apparatus before my eyes.  I have 

plenty of doubts, but not that.xi” Doubting the existence of the apparatus would 

make it impossible to conduct experiments, as doubting the reliability of any and 

all historical records would make it impossible to do history. This does not mean 

that the presuppositions of special forms of inquiry can never be questioned but 

rather that questioning them, if it led anywhere, would create a new context of 

inquiry with presuppositions of its own.  However, according to Wright, my 

experimental project only entitles me to take it for granted that my perceptual 

faculties are functioning properly on the present occasion. Since external world 

skeptic questions my right to suppose that they ever function properly, 

entitlements of cognitive project do not fully rebut locality skepticism. 

c. Entitlement of Rational Deliberation. We are actors as well as inquirers. Since 

rational decision-making requires anticipating the results of alternative courses of 

action, we are entitled to inductive and abductive methods (hence to the 

presupposition of a nomically regular world). Since such methods depend on 

evidence collected over time, entitlement of rational deliberation makes headway 

skepticism about the past. 
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d. Entitlements of substance. The entitlements given so far are broadly 

methodological.  By contrast, accepting the existence of the world involves 

ontological commitment. Wright suggests that the source this substantial 

entitlement lies in the very fact of cognitive locality. In acknowledging our 

informational limitations, we conceive ourselves as occupying a particular place 

in the world, thereby acquiring an unearned warrant for accepting the existence of 

the world. 

In a neat turning of the tables, we find that our finitude—which the skeptic tries to use 

against us—indemnifies us against his complaints. 

 

3. Damage Limitation

Wright’s argument concedes a lot to the skeptic. Wrightis under no illusions about 

this. For while he accuses the skeptic of committing a fallacy, he insists that his response 

is only an exercise in “damage limitation,” implying that the fallacy is less than fatal.xii 

But is the skeptic’s argument is fallacious at all? Does Wright himself even think that it 

is? According to Wright, the skeptic concludes that cornerstones are completely 

unjustifiable, overlooking the possibility of entitlement. The skeptic may reply that this 

charge overstates his ambition. His argument is meant to show that cornerstones are 

epistemically unjustified. If they are justified some other way, that is neither here nor 

there. And he will add, the justification provided by entitlement is pragmatic, not 

epistemic. 

This reply turns on a certain conception of epistemic justification. Roughly, to be 

epistemically justified in believing p requires having evidence (being in some other state) 
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that makes one’s belief that p (more) likely to be true. By contrast, believing p is 

pragmatically justified when it has some kind of desirable payoff. We might say that, 

whereas epistemic justification is rooted in our evidence, or the reliability of our 

faculties, pragmatic justification is rooted in our interests.  So the one form of 

justification is essentially truth-directed, while the other is not. 

Can we appeal to entitlement to challenge this distinction? Let us recall the two 

aspects of justification: responsibility and reliability. If the skeptic claims cornerstones, 

by virtue of being beyond evidence, are not epistemically justified in any sense at all, he 

must think that this lacking of evidential justification makes working with cornerstones 

epistemically irresponsible. It isn’t.  Entitlement to cornerstones stems from their 

function as presuppositions of rational inquiry (and deliberation), and it cannot be 

epistemically irresponsible to make presuppositions without which inquiry cannot 

proceed at all. The functional significance of cornerstones also complicates the question 

of truth-directedness. The skeptic’s thought is that epistemic justification is essentially 

connected with truth, whereas pragmatic justification isn’t. But the factors that confer 

entitlement on cornerstones do have a truth-connection.  The point of working with 

cornerstones is to open up the possibility of learning truths that we may fail to attain but 

would otherwise be bound to miss. The roots of entitlement are different from such 

merely pragmatic considerations as, say, the consolations of religion (for those who feel 

them). 

No doubt, the skeptic will say that justification rooted in epistemic interests is not, 

in the relevant sense, epistemic justification. Fair enough: I have agreed that epistemic 

responsibility is not sufficient for unqualified justification. But suppose that inquiry goes 



 16

swimmingly: would this confer some retrospective evidential justification on 

cornerstones, though initially they were only responsible presupposed? This is a 

possibility we will return to, but one that Wright does not consider. Rather, he seems to 

agree with the skeptic that cornerstones are beyond evidential considerations altogether. 

As he says, his strategy “concedes the basic point of the skeptical arguments to which it 

reacts, namely that we do indeed have no claim to know, in any sense involving evidence 

for their likely truth, that certain cornerstones of what we take to be procedures yielding 

knowledge and justified belief hold good.”xiii We should therefore think of cornerstones 

as objects of rational trust rather than belief.xiv

Supposing for the moment that the skeptic is right about cornerstones and about 

epistemic justification, how does the appeal to entitlement do anything limit the damage 

that the argument inflicts? One possibility is that the everyday distinction between 

epistemically justified and unjustified beliefs holds up, for that distinction is made within 

the framework of our cornerstones. Skepticism thus reveals the limits of epistemic 

justification rather than its global impossibility. 

There are hints that this suggestion appeals to Wright. But is it available to him? 

The skeptic will say not, on the grounds that, if cornerstones are epistemically unjustified, 

so are their epistemic dependents.xv Wright addresses this claim, which he calls the 

“leaching” problem. Let P be some ordinary non-basic belief that we are entitled to 

regard as amounting to knowledge and C a cornerstone for P; let warrant include both 

evidence and entitlement; and let warrant be closed under known logical consequence.  

Then it seems that the following claims are in order: 

1. If we run a risk in accepting C, then we run a risk in accepting P. 
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2. We do run a risk in accepting C. 

3. P is known. 

According to Wright, this is “near enough” an inconsistent triad.  Much of the point of 

the concept of knowledge is to single out a state in which belief is safe.  So we seem to be 

saying that accepting P is both safe and risky.xvi But we don’t just take some risk in 

accepting C. Rather, cornerstones might be false and we can’t do anything to show that 

they aren’t. If lack of epistemic justification seeps from cornerstones into beliefs that 

depend on them—and what stops it?--epistemic justification drops out of the picture 

altogether. 

 One way to stop the leak (perhaps the only way if we have gone this far) is to say 

that cornerstone-dependent beliefs are epistemically justified if the relevant cornerstones 

are both rationally warranted (in some non-evidential way) and true. This suggestion, 

which supplements the pure theory of entitlement with an element of externalism, is a 

genuine response to skepticism. Instead of accusing the skeptic of a fallacy, it charges 

him with misrepresenting out ordinary conception of epistemic justification. In my terms, 

it claims that the skeptic’s arguments fail the intuitiveness condition, by virtue of reading 

an unnecessarily strong internalism into our ordinary conception of epistemic 

justification. Our ordinary conception, the suggestion goes, involves an element of 

epistemic responsibility (to which entitlement contributes) and one of reliability (hence 

the requirement that cornerstones be true, if beliefs for which they are cornerstones are to 

be justified sans phrase). 

There are indications that Wright is tempted to make this move. “What inherits 

the risk we run in trusting C without evidence,” he remarks, “is not our belief that P—for 
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we may in fact have reliable evidence for P—but our belief that we have reliable 

evidence for it.”xvii But in the end, Wright is unsympathetic to externalism, characterizing 

his own reflections as “very much internalist” in spirit.  In Wright’s view, 

“entitlements…, in contrast with any broadly externalist conception of warrant, are 

essentially recognizable by means of traditionally internalist resources—a priori 

reflection and self-knowledge—and are generally independent of the character of our 

actual cognitive situation in the wider world.”xviii  

It is not immediately obvious that Wright’s defence of an internalist approach to 

warrant for cornerstones requires a blanket rejection of externalism. He writes as though 

making any concession to externalism would render his appeal entitlement otiose.  But 

the externalist move we are considering represents our ordinary conception of epistemic 

justification as combining justification-as-entitlement for cornerstones with the 

externalist requirement that cornerstones also be true.  This concession to externalism 

retains an important place for entitlement. Even the theory of entitlement, in so far as it 

secures justification for everyday beliefs, has a touch of externalism, for Wright does not 

claim that no one is justified in holding a cornerstone dependent belief unless he can 

explain his right to rely on cornerstones. What matters to Wright is that an explanation be 

available. 

I think that is unclear whether Wright takes everyday beliefs about the world 

around us to be epistemically justified, or whether he thinks that our ordinary conception 

of justification embodies an element of externalism. Wright seems torn. But perhaps not 

all that torn. When push comes to shove, Wright is unfriendly to externalism. Why? 
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One possibility is that he is reluctant to see entitlement is sufficient for epistemic 

responsibility, even by ordinary standards. Intuition is a treacherous guide here. My 

externalist suggestion may seem at first sight closer to ordinary epistemic practice than 

the uncompromising internalism that attracts Wright. But perhaps this is an illusion. 

Perhaps we are happy to presuppose the truth of our cornerstones because we think that 

their truth can be established, though we are normally more interested n pursuing the 

focused inquiries that cornerstones make possible.  Skepticism thus comes as a shock. On 

this view, the skeptic so much doesn’t change our standards as apply them to 

commitments that are not normally examined. 

I suspect that this thought haunts Wright. In earlier work on the epistemology of 

what he came to call “cornerstones,” he says that the best skeptical arguments are 

paradoxes:xix in my terms, arguments that are genuinely (and not merely apparently) 

intuitive. If this is so, any response to skepticism will inevitably be revisionary, entailing 

suspensive consequences at first order. Wright’s talk of substituting rational trust for 

belief strongly suggests that this is still his view. As we shall see, in his response to 

Pryor, Wright offers reasons to think that our ordinary understanding of epistemic 

justification is at bottom internalist. If we concede this to the skeptic, our only option is 

damage limitation.  Though to say this is still to leave unresolved of what the damage is 

damage to. 

In discussing the supposed threat of skepticism, I argued that skepticism is not just, 

or even mainly, a threat to ordinary beliefs and epistemic practices. It is also, perhaps 

most importantly, a barrier to our hope of understanding them philosophically. Now 

although he does no say so explicitly, I think that Wright’s seeming tempted by a 
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partially externalist move, in spite of his own internalist proclivities, reflects a suspicion 

on his part that skeptical arguments are unlikely to have serious effects on everyday 

beliefs or epistemic practices even if skeptical arguments are fully intuitive. If this is so, 

even a revisionary response to skepticism at the theoretical level will lack practical 

effects at first order, at least in everyday situations. This leads me to the ocnclusion that 

the deep source of Wright’s hostility to externalism is that he finds it philosophically 

disappointing. Let us concede that entitlement to cornerstones heads off the charge of 

epistemic irresponsibility. Still, we would like to be able to show that epistemically 

responsible (rational) procedures lead us to (mostly) true beliefs. This was Descartes’s 

philosophical project, and in Wright’s view it remains ours too. For those who accept this 

project’s legitimacy, it won’t do merely to describe a situation such that, if we are lucky 

enough to occupy it, we will be unqualifiedly warranted in holding our beliefs.  We want 

to put ourselves in a position to claim warrant (in a sense of “being in a position to claim 

warrant” that my semi-externalist suggestion does not capture).xx The need to make this 

claim may only come up at the reflective level. But once this need has been 

acknowledged, externalism cannot satisfy it. Internalism, at least at the reflective level, is 

mandated by Wright’s conception of the task of epistemology. But if we take the lesson of 

skepticism to be that we can do nothing to show that our cornerstone commitments are 

true, the skeptic’s arguments lead straight to skepticism about philosophy, for which 

externalism is no cure.xxi

 Matters would stand differently if we found reason to suppose that the Cartesian 

project is misconceived, or intellectually optional. But Wright does not take this view. 

Yet in so far as skepticism is a threat to this project, the way of entitlement is no help at 
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all. At best, the way of entitlement assures us that we are not irrational in going on 

without the reflective understanding (and concomitant vindication) of our epistemic 

practices that philosophy, in Wright’s conception, aspires to. But it does not supply that 

understanding. On the contrary, it reinforces the meta-skeptical claim that no such 

understanding is to be had, advising us to reconcile ourselves to doing without it.  And 

this may even mean revising, if not everyday practices, at least the pre-theoretical 

conception of knowledge and justification implicit in them. For my money, this concedes 

far too much to the skeptic. 

 

 
4. The Dogmatist Alternative.

I now turn to Pryor’s “dogmatism about perception.” Where Wright finds Moore’s 

argument a complete failure, Pryor finds it a qualified success.  Pryor does not think that Moore 

himself makes much headway against the skeptic. But reflection on Moore’s argument suggests 

that we can be a lot less concessive than Wright. 

According to Pryor, Moore’s argument presents several targets for evaluation. But two are 

especially important. One is the argument’s justificatory structure, and the question is whether that 

structure is fatally flawed. Pryor argues it isn’t. The other is the reasoning that Moore goes through 

in offering his argument, where reasoning it taken to be a train of thought that aims to 

reconstruct—make explicit--the justification a person has for a particular belief. Here the question 

is whether Moore’s reasoning can rationally persuade a skeptic. Pryor argues that it can’t. This 

account for the feeling that the argument doesn’t work as intended. 

 Aligning Pryor with Wright is not entirely straightforward, since they think of 

justification in different ways. For Wright, “warrant” is doxastic justification: being 
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justified in believing that p (when one does so believe).  While interested in this sort of 

justification, Pryor approaches Moore’s argument via consideration of propositional 

justification. This is a property that a hypothesis has for you when it is “epistemically 

likely” for you, and so appropriate for you to believe (whether or not you do believe it).  

Justification to believe thus depends on such things as having evidence, though it does 

not in general depend on having an explicit argument. Justification need not be 

sophisticated or reflective.xxii

Pryor notes that propositional justification is not a matter epistemic blamelessness 

on your part. So at least as initially introduced, propositional justification does not seem 

to have much, if anything, to do with epistemic responsibility. This is not surprising: 

epistemic responsibility has to do with what a person is justified in believing--i.e. with 

doxastic justification—and not with the degree to which a hypothesis is supported by 

someone’s evidence.  What responsible believing demands in the way of evidence (or 

propositional justification generally) is a substantive question. 

 Pryor’s treatment of Moore is subtle, and I cannot do justice to all its 

complexities. But there is a vital contrast on which his whole position turns. Pryor 

approaches this contrast by distinguishing a number of ways in which a theory of 

justification might treat a hypotheses, H, stating what Wright thinks of as an authenticity 

condition on justification for beliefs in a given domain (and thus to justification-

undermining hypotheses to the effect that H is violated). The theory will take a stance 

towards both H’s truth and our epistemic relation to H. With respect to truth, the theory 

may insist that we are not justified in believing P if H is false, in which case the theory is 

truth-requiring. But it may not, in which case it will allow us to be justified in believing P 
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provided that we stand in some appropriate epistemic relation to H (such as having 

reasons to believe H), whether or not H is actually true. If a theory insists that H be true 

but is indifferent to our reasons for believing H—or even to whether we believe H at 

all—the theory is merely truth-requiring. Purely externalist theories of justification are 

like this. 

 Pryor’s suggestion regarding our relation to H is not truth-requiring. Rather, it 

concerns how we relate to H epistemically. This brings us to the crucial contrast I 

mentioned above, between conservative and liberal attitudes to justification-relevant 

hypotheses. A theory of justification treats an authenticity hypothesis H, conservatively 

when it says 

that you need some justification to believe H in order to have a given kind of 

prima facie justification to believe P….The justification to believe H has to come 

from sources other than the justification to believe P that we’re considering, since 

it needs to be in place as a precondition of your having that justification to believe 

P….[Y]our justification to believe H needs to be antecedent to this justification to 

believe P. 

By contrast, a theory treats H liberally when it 

denies that having prima facie justification to believe P requires you to have 

antecedent justification to believe H. But it does count not-H as an undermining 

hypothesis: evidence against H undermines your prima facie justification to 

believe P.xxiii

Pryor suggests that neither conservatism nor liberalism is appropriate across-the-board, 

different cases inviting different treatment. For example, the proof in a geometry 
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textbook can’t give you justification to believe Pythagoras’s Theorem unless you 

understand the language the book is written in.  But understanding the language is merely 

an enabling condition for you acquiring justification: your reasons are provided by the 

proof itself. So in cases like this, the understanding condition is best treated non-

conservatively. 

Dogmatism about perception is the approach to perceptual justification that results 

from treating undermining (in this case “non-perceiving”) hypotheses liberally. Pryor 

agrees with Wright that Moore’s belief that he has two hands is justified by his 

experiences. But experiential justification is not inferential. Rather: 

when Moore’s experiences represent there to be hands, 

that by itself makes him prima facie justified in believing there are hands. 

This justification doesn’t rest on any premises about Moore’s experiences: 

whether they constitute perceptions, how reliable they are, or anything like 

that. It’s in place so long as he merely has experiences that represent there 

to be hands. There are things Moore could learn that would undermine 

this justification. But it’s not a condition for having it that he first have 

justification to believe those undermining hypotheses are false. xxiv

A liberal approach to non-perceiving hypotheses makes Moore’s justification for 

believing that he has hands is independent of positive warrant for the propositions Wright 

treats as cornerstones, thereby rescuing Moore’s argument from the nasty epistemic 

circularity that Wright finds in it. As Wright reconstructs Moore’s argument, the 

conclusion that there are at least two external things is justified (by recognized 

entailment) from the proposition that Moore has two hands. But the justification that 
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Moore’s experiences give him to believe that he has hands is epistemically dependent on 

the presupposition that there is an external world. However, the conservative/liberal 

distinction suggest that two different kinds of epistemic dependence of premise on 

conclusion might be involved here.  In one case (Pryor calls it “Type 4”), evidence 

against the conclusion would undermine my justification for the premise. In another 

(“Type 5”), having justification for the conclusion is among the conditions for having 

justification for the premise. To be sure, if like Wright we insist on always treating 

undermining hypotheses conservatively, there will be no difference between the types. 

But if we are willing to treat some undermining hypotheses liberally, there will be cases 

where the two types come apart. When they do, an argument that involves only Type 4 

dependence will not be flawed. Experiential justification for beliefs about things around 

us is not information-dependent in the way that Wright insists, and can therefore transmit 

across a recognized entailment. 

The justificatory structure exemplified by Moore’s argument is not intrinsically 

flawed. The argument can give one some reason to think that there are external things. 

Nevertheless, Moore’s argument makes no headway against the skeptic. 

To explain why, Pryor distinguishes between what I have justification to believe 

and what I am rationally committed to believing by beliefs I already have. If I believe P, 

and P entails Q, my belief that P rationally commits me to believing that Q. But it need 

not give me justification to believe that Q, even if I appreciate the entailment. It will not 

do so when my belief that P is unjustified, or when I have strong evidence against Q.  

Now suppose that I have justification to believe that P but that I have further beliefs that 

rationally commit me to denying P. Even if unjustified, these beliefs rationally oppose 
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my believing P. Or suppose that, if justified, these further beliefs would undermine my 

justification for believing P: even when unjustified, they rationally obstruct my believing 

that P. Further, opposition and obstruction can come not only from beliefs but also from 

partial belief-states such as doubt or suspicion. In some cases, agnosticism with respect to 

some justification-relevant matter can obstruct justification, even though one has no 

reason to be agnostic. Rational belief thus involves more than believing what I have 

justification to believe: it requires that my belief be unopposed and unobstructed. 

This brings us to doxastic justification. A well-founded belief must 

propositionally justified and rational. Accordingly, a justified belief cannot be rationally 

opposed or obstructed. This means that unjustified beliefs or doubts can defeat doxastic 

justification, even though they do not undermine my reason to believe.  The problem is 

not with my reasons but with me. I have beliefs or doubts that I ought not to have. 

Connecting these points with skepticism requires one more step. So far, we have 

been discussing situations in which we have genuinely disbelieve or seriously question 

something. But in philosophy, we often merely entertain doubts. The doubts we talk So 

In reflecting on the epistemology of perceptual knowledge, we are aren’t inclined to stop 

believing that our experiences are a more or less reliable guide to what is going on around 

us. But we do entertain (and in so way seriously entertain) the hypothesis that they aren’t. 

Pryor thinks that even such “hypothetical” doubts can undermine justification to believe 

or if not that, then rationally obstruct justified belief. If this is right, Moore’s argument 

will be dialectically ineffective if given to a philosopher afflicted with skeptical worries. 

If I am seriously entertaining the hypothesis that I am a brain in a vat, the prima facie 

justification that my experiences give me to believe that I have hands is undermined. Or 
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if flawed arguments don’t undermine (propositional) justification, they will still rationally 

obstruct my being justified in believing that I have hands.  So when skeptical concerns 

are in the air—and when else would Moore’s argument be of interest?—Moore’s 

argument can’t rationally dispel them. 

 

5.  Will Dogmatism Do?

 Unquestionably, Pryor calls our attention to some important distinctions. Even so, 

I doubt that his “dogmatism” is quite the answer to skepticism that he takes it to be. 

Indeed, I am not even sure that it offers a decisive criticism of Wright. 

 Let us return to the crucial distinction between conservative and liberal attitudes 

to undermining hypotheses. In the case of perceptual justification, these will be “non-

perceiving” hypotheses. They may be relatively local hypotheses to the effect that 

something is amiss with my situation now. But when skepticism is in the air, they will be 

global: I am the victim of an Evil Deceiver, or a brain in a vat.  Wright’s interest in 

cornerstones gives him a special concern with such generalized non-perceiving—

“skeptical”--hypotheses. 

 According to Pryor, Wright’s indictment of Moore’s argument turns on 

conservatism about perceptual justification.  However, Wright gives no particular reasons 

why perceptual justification should be treated this way. Rather, his conservatism about 

perceptual justification derives form a commitment to global conservatism. But as we 

saw, different cases invite different treatment.  Dogmatism is the view that ordinary 

perceptual justification is liberal. As a point about ordinary perceptual epistemic practice, 

this may be on the right lines. But as a response to Wright, it the point that Wright’s 
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conservatism, at least at the reflective level, is not a mere prejudice but mandated by his 

conception of the task of philosophy. 

 Now Pryor supplements his diagnostic account of Wright’s errors with a positive 

account of how experiences justify beliefs. This account appeals to the “distinctive 

phenomenology” of our experience of the world. There is, he says, 

the feeling of seeming to ascertain that a given proposition is true. This is present 

when the way a mental episode represents its content makes it feel as though, by 

enjoying that episode, you can thereby just tell that that content obtains….When 

you have a perceptual experience of your hands, that experience makes it feel as 

though you can just see that hands are present….Having the phenomenology of 

seeming to ascertain P is what makes us have prima facie justification to believe 

P.xxv  

How does a feeling of reality make a belief epistemically likely, except by being a 

reliable indicator of truth?  But now it looks as though Wright’s questions about knowing 

the truth of cornerstones is back on the table, at least so long as we are operating at the 

reflective level, and it is not clear that Pryor is any better placed to answer them. We 

might suggest that liberalism heads off the leaching problem, insulating first order 

justification from skepticism about philosophy.  But as we saw, Wright can do this by 

making a partially externalist move. However, as we also saw, this move offers no exit 

from skepticism about philosophy.  It is far from obvious that Pryor can do any better, or 

even that his position is much different. 

 One difference between Pryor and Wright is that Pryor does not concede that the 

skeptic is right about anything.  The fact that we can’t persuade him out of his doubts one 
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he has them, is no reason to think that his arguments are sound.  They aren’t, because 

they presuppose an unmotivated conservatism with respects to (say) perceptual 

justification.  This may be so: ordinary perceptual justification may proceed liberally. But 

this point doesn’t help with the threat that skeptical arguments pose at the reflective level, 

where the problem is to produce a suitably general vindication our ordinary procedures.  

Here, the skeptical challenge need not be to our right to carry on regardless, but to our 

ability to explain how it is that ordinary procedures are truth-conducive in the way that 

epistemic justification requires.  Again, with respect to this challenge, it is not clear that 

Pryor gets any farther than Wright. 

 With respect to the line of questioning I am pursuing, I find it significant that 

Pryor is inclined to be more concessive to skepticism that we might have expected.  Even 

though skeptical arguments are bad, they can be plausibly presented, so that I may not see 

their flaws.  So what happens?  Pryor is inclined to say that my first-order (propositional) 

justification is undermined.  This is odd. Pryor’s account of why Moore’s argument may 

fail to persuade a skeptic depends on the general point that doxastic justification can be 

defeated by unjustified collateral beliefs, while propositional justification remains 

unscathed.  But of skeptical arguments are bad, skeptical conclusions are unjustified, 

however persuasive. Why, then, should an unjustified belief (albeit at second-order ) 

defeat justification at first order? This makes sense only if the skeptic’s argument is 

sufficient to induce conservatism.  Again, this looks like a concession to Wright. 

Further, it is not clear why the skeptic needs much in the way of argument.  Why 

aren’t his hypothetical doubts all by themselves enough to move us toward conservatism? 

Liberalism says that you don’t need antecedent reasons to think that authenticity 
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conditions are fulfilled, though justification is defeated by evidence that they aren’t.  But 

why suppose that justification is defeated only by positive evidence for an undermining 

hypothesis?  Can’t it sometimes be defeated, or at least weakened, by well-motivated 

questions? Perhaps only doxastic justification is defeated this way.  But then the skeptic 

can say that doxastic justification is what he was interested in all along. At this point, the 

concession that the skeptic can’t be rationally persuaded starts to look like a bigger 

concession than first appeared. 

We might suppose that Pryor does not confront the meta-skeptical problem in 

quite the way that Wright does. For Wright, the problem is to connect epistemic 

responsibility with reliability, and Pryor doesn’t show much interest in epistemic 

responsibility. But in the present connection, the difference doesn’t make much of a 

difference.  The skeptic can still ask for reason to suppose that the phenomenology of 

everyday experience is justifies the claim that experience makes external-world beliefs 

epistemically likely.  Perhaps, then Pryor thinks that questions like this are bad questions. 

Perhaps, his view is that dogmatism licenses us to ignore skeptical hypotheses, and the 

questions they prompt, everywhere—even in philosophy--in the absence of evidence that 

they are actually true.  I am sympathetic to this suggestion. But I don’t think that 

dogmatism offers an explanation of why such move is admissible, hence my claim that 

dogmatism is diagnostically inadequate. 

 

6. The Structure of Justification. 

 Skeptical arguments following Wright’s I-II-III template presuppose a certaij 

conception of the “justificational architecture” for beliefs in a certain domain.  According 
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to this architecture, beliefs in that domain are inferentially warranted by a restricted 

range of proprietary evidence. For example: 

1. Beliefs about perceptible objects in our surroundings are warranted by 

experiential evidence. 

2.  This warrant is inferential and information-dependent.  In particular, it 

depends on certain reliability presuppositions (“authenticity conditions”), 

pertaining to the extent to which subjective experiences are reliable indicators of 

external (objective) goings-on. 

3. These presuppositions require some kind of positive warrant. 

With these commitments in place, Wright’s only option is to locate the justification for 

cornerstones in some kind of non-evidential warrant.  Pryor has more room to manoeuvre 

because he rejects 2 and 3.  But what about 1?  It is not easy to say.  Certainly, he holds 

that perceptual beliefs are justified by experience.  But he does not treat experience as 

“evidence” in the way that Wright does. For example, though he treats experiences as 

having some kind of propositional content, he does not seem to think of experiential 

evidence as involving beliefs about how things appear. And he has no need to, since he 

does not think of experiential warrant as inferential. On the other hand, he does think of 

experience as in some sense the ultimate source of justification for beliefs about things 

around us. So in that way, he and Wright are on the same page.  But let us set these 

complications aside and start with Wright, in whose case controversial presuppositions 

are more evidently in play. 

 Wright thinks that the justificational architecture that the skeptic exploits can be 

challenged in particular applications. For example, we might try to argue that we have 
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direct knowledge of things in our immediate environment.  But he denies that this 

justificational architecture can be challenged generally.  Informational restriction is an 

ineluctable consequence of cognitive locality: i.e. of our nature as finite inquirers 

occupying a particular place in space and time.  In my view, however, this supposed 

justificational architecture not only can be challenged generally but should be. 

Start with the particular case. For Wright, beliefs about the external world owe 

their warrant to the evidence of experience: our awareness of how things appear to me 

now.  This epistemic individualism and indeed subjectivism has nothing to do with 

cognitive locality. It cannot be justified by pointing to the fact that I can’t be in several 

places at once or that I am less than omniscient. Wright’s conception of a “justificational 

architecture” for various supposed “regions of discourse” is just epistemological 

foundationalism of the most traditional kind.  But rather than rehearse all the objections 

that can be raised to this approach to epistemology, I want to suggest how to avoid it.  

This way, I should be able to bring out what I think is worth salvaging from the idea of 

entitlement and from dogmatism about perception. 

A worthwhile alternative to Wright’s idea of a “justificational architecture” ought 

to yield a response to skepticism that less concessive than either of the responses we have 

discced so far. , The first step towards such a view is to distinguish two broad families of 

skeptical argument, Agrippan and Cartesian. 

 Agrippan skepticism exploits an apparent threat of a vicious regress, implicit in a 

claim to knowledge or justified belief. If I represent myself as knowing (or justifiably 

believing) something, the skeptic can ask me how I know or come to be justified. If I 

respond, he renews his question: is what I offer by way of explanation something I know 
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or justifiably believe? And so on. But how am I to escape the regress I seem to have 

opened? If at some point I refuse to answer, the skeptic will say I am just making an 

assumption; and if I find myself repeating something I have already said, he will accuse 

me of circular reasoning. It seems that attempt to justify my beliefs (or to explain how 

they come to be justified) leads to one of three unsatisfactory options: regress, 

assumption, or circularity. I call this “Agrippa’s trilemma.” 

 Cartesian arguments work by making play with skeptical scenarios. In the case of 

external world skepticism, these are generalized non-perceiving hypotheses: the skeptic 

asks me how I know that I am not dreaming (right now or always), or the victim of an 

Evil Deceiver, or a brain-in-a-vat. His question seems pressing because my experience 

could be just the way it is even if some such hypothesis were true. So it seems that my 

experience alone, if it is all I have to go on, fails to give me reason to believe in an 

external world. Similar claims can be made with respect to observable behaviour and my 

beliefs about the minds of others, present evidence and the existence of the past, or past 

experience and inductive projections. Cartesian problems are underdetermination 

problems.xxvi

 Agrippan and Cartesian considerations often work together. To avoid the 

Agrippan regress, it is natural to suppose that there must be basic, non-inferential 

knowledge , which is taken by traditional foundationalists to mean knowledge with some 

characteristic propositional content. Since the range of such knowledge is inevitably 

restricted, the skeptic comes back with a Cartesian challenge. But this Cartesian 

challenge can incorporate an Agrippan element.  Consider external world skepticism.  Let 

us suppose for a moment that our justification for beliefs about the world around us 
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derives from experience: what is the connection between experiential data and worldly 

beliefs? If it is not a priori, the connection depends on a complex set of reliability-

presuppositions, linking subjective experience with worldly situations, for which no non-

circular evidential justification is possible. So either there is no justification for them or 

the justification is non-evidential.  This combination of Agrippan and Cartesian concerns 

is precisely what generates Wright’s theory of entitlement.. 

 Let us begin by looking at the Agrippan as a kind of dialogue (remembering that 

it is a conversation I could have with myself). The Agrippan skeptic assumes that merely 

by representing myself as knowing (or justifiably believing) something, I authorize him 

to ask me how I know (or why I believe) epistemic challenges (“How do you know?” 

etc.). This assumption  of claimant-challenger asymmetry is a substantive normative 

thesis: 

(CCA) If I represent myself as knowing that P, you are automatically entitled to 

ask me how I know. There is nothing you have to do, or no way that things have 

to be, in order for you to have the right to enter an epistemic challenge. 

CCA generates the trilemma by permitting naked challenges. CCA reflects an 

authoritarian model of epistemic justification that I call the “Prior Grounding” model. On 

this model, whenever a belief or claim justified, it is by virtue of some general positive 

authorising feature.  Reasonably enough, given the model, the skeptic wants to be told 

what it is. 

 Where Wright endorses CCA, I think that CCA is false.  Naked challenges are not 

legitimate. Rather, challenges are themselves subject to justificatory constraints. Since 

challenges that fail respect these constraints are illegitimate, there need not always be 
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some positive property on which a claim’s positive epistemic status supervenes. A claim 

may be justified—responsibly held to or entered--if, in the circumstances, there is nothing 

to be said against it. On this view, the “architecture” of everyday justification conforms 

to what Robert Brandom calls a “default and challenge structure”. 

 The default and challenge model has obvious affinities both with Pryor’s idea of a 

theory of justification that treats undermining hypotheses liberally. But there are vital 

differences.  First, the default and challenge model treats liberalism as a global structure 

rather than a local option.  Conservatism appears to be pervasive because we don’t go 

round stating the obvious.  Much of what we say, by virtue of being informative, faces 

standing objections or invites questions, canceling any claim to default justification.  But 

local conservatism should be located in a globally liberal conception of epistemic 

justification.  Second, in the first instance global liberalism concerns doxastic 

justification in the dimension of epistemic responsibility. I take this to be a strong point.  

Liberal and conservative epistemologies are most plausibly read as competing accounts 

of the obligations on inquirers built into everyday epistemic practices. Still, I need to say 

something about the relation between responsibility and reliability.  In particular, I need 

to say something about Cartesian arguments which, as we have see, appear to preclude 

linking responsibility and reliability in a suitably general way. 

 It may seem that the general idea of a default and challenge structure offers little 

help.  After all, Cartesian challenges are not naked. Exactlly not, for they turn on 

skeptical alternatives to everyday beliefs and in particular to cornerstones. 

This brings us to a presupposition that Wright and Pryor share: the idea that experience is 

an ultimate source of justification.  This idea goes beyond the generic idea of a positive-
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authorization structure, though in a way that the idea of such a structure naturally invites.  

If justification presupposes basic, non-inferentially warranted beliefs, we need some 

general account of how those beliefs get their authority. This demand for explanation 

leads, inevitably I think, to the postulation of what I have called natural epistemological 

kinds.xxvii This is the idea that beliefs can be sorted by some broad features of their 

propositional content into epistemic kinds ordered by relative epistemic priority.  So for 

example, experiential data (however conceived) are naturally prior to beliefs about 

external things; beliefs about present circumstances to beliefs about the past; beliefs 

about overt behavior to beliefs about the inner lives of others; and so on.  This idea 

appears in Wright as the thought that there are “regions of discourse” with a distinctive 

“justificational architecture.” 

Given a default and challenge model, at any given time there will be lots of 

beliefs unchallenged beliefs which, at least pro tempore, function as regress stoppers.  

Accordingly, the model might be thought of as formally foundationalist.xxviii But it is not 

substatiely so.  Substantive foundationalism holds that there are kinds of beliefs that are 

naturally fitted for regress stopping. The idea of a justificational architecture for 

particular regions of discourse is substantively foundationalist in just this way. The 

default and challenge conception of epistemic justification is hostile to substantive 

foundationalism because it is hostile to the idea of epistemic kinds. In consequence, if we 

sign up to this model, we will not need a general account of how “beliefs about the 

external world” come to be justified (in a way that includes reliability as well as 

responsibility) because the very idea of such a kind of belief is bogus: a poor theoretical 

category that epistemology can and should dispense with. 
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This is why Wright’s restricted focus on general reliability presuppositions, noted 

earlier, is significant.  Wittgenstein invites us to recognize a rich variety of propositions 

that stand fast.  Some stand fast pretty much all the time.  Some can be questioned in 

certain special contexts.  Others are closely tied to certain particular situations. But there 

is no prospect of surveying this rich variety, much less reducing it to rule. It is much 

closer to the spirit of Wittgenstein to treat entitlement without specific evidential work—

default justification—as a pervasive feature of our ordinary epistemic practices, which 

does not attach to any particular class or kind of beliefs. 

 This does not mean that entitlement comes for free. The right to default 

justification is acquired by acculturation and training. For example, default perceptual 

entitlements depend on our acquiring recognitional capacities: or as Sellars says, reliable 

discriminative reporting dispositions. Acquiring such dispositions is part of becoming an 

accredited epistemic subject.  We are default justified in the matter of simple perceptually 

based beliefs because we are reliable. 

 Being such an accredited subject is more like what Pryor calls an enabling than a 

warranting condition. Nothing I know about my reliability in these matters adds warrant.  

This is because my epistemic self-knowledge is no more certain than the particular 

beliefs that fans of positive authorization suppose it to justify. This is a point insisted on 

by Wittgenstein. In normal circumstances, my having one hand is already as certain as 

anything I could cite in “justification.”  Of course, if we are doing philosophy, so that 

skepticism is in the air, such ordinary certainties may seem to waver in the face of the 

mere logical possibility that a non-perceiving hypothesis is true.  However, mere 

possibilities can (reasonably) cause everyday certainties to waver only if we have already 
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signed on to the conception of a “justificational architecture” that I want to repudiate as 

more trouble than it is worth. 

 In discussing Wright, I argued that his conservatism is neither a mere prejudice 

nor the result of a misreading of everyday epistemic practices. Rather, conservatism is 

deeply embedded in his conception of the task of epistemology. What we now see, is that 

this conception is hostage to a particular theoretical conception of epistemic justification 

that is neither mandatory nor even especially plausible. In connection with Pryor, I 

speculated that he may think that we have a right to ignore skeptical hypotheses even 

when doing philosophy, but argued that he does not fully explain why.  Global liberalism 

supplies the explanation. 

 I have connected global liberalism with the default and challenge model.  

However, it is important not be to misled by the word “challenge.”  In introducing and 

repudiating CCA, I may have made it appear as though the skeptic’s question is a 

“challenge” in that is is always asked (as Austin says) “pointedly,” the implication being 

that perhaps you don’t know.  But “how do you know questions” needn’t always be 

challenges in this sense. They may be requests for explanation.xxix  This is true.  But 

requests for explanation are subject to the same constraints are more polemical 

challenges. The difference is more one of the questioner’s attitude than of the epistemic 

character of the question.  As much as polemical challenges, requests for explanation, 

requests for explanation need to be well-motivated or I will have no idea what I am 

supposed to explain. 

 Consider an implied knowledge-claim involving an “Austinian” object: I say, 

“Look, there’s a goldfinch.”  You say, “How do you know.”  You may want to know how 
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I was able to identify the bird as a goldfinch (“By its red head”).  Or you may want to 

know how I was able to identify it (“They are common here: any local can spot them”). 

Either way, the request for explanation presupposes a specific informational deficit that I 

am invited to fill.  If I don’t know what the deficit is, I don’t know how to fill it, in which 

case my proper response is “What do you want to know?”  This is all perfectly in lne with 

the default and challenge model. 

Of course, skeptical arguments don’t employ Austinian objects: they employ what 

Stanley calls “generic objects” such as hands.  When “How do you know” questions 

involve generic objects, there is no question of identifying features (“By the fingers”) or 

particular expertise (if I can spot a hand, so can you).  The skeptic’s question is about the 

existence of the object, not its character.  The point of questions about the esistneece of a 

generic object is that it seems to demand an epistemic response: “How do I know there is 

a hand here? I can see it.” “So your knowledge comes by means of the senses.  But what 

do you know on the basis of the senses alone?” And if we are not careful, we will be off 

and running. 

The default and challenge model suggests a way to be careful. Questions 

involving (more or less generic) objects are perfectly order when properly motivated. 

“How did you know there was someone there?” “I caught a glimpse of his hand.” “But it 

was awfully dark.” “I have good night vision: I eat lots of carrots.”  Everyday challenges 

to (or requests for explanation of) perceptual claims and beliefs involving generic objects 

depend on reasonable and situationally specific non-perceiving hypotheses.  But the 

skeptic doesn’t want to know how I know that there is a hand here on this particular and 

specifically problematic occasion: he want me to explain how I ever know anything like 
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that. So he won’t accept an answer that presupposes further knowledge of the same 

epistemic kind. In other word, as the skeptic uses it, the How do you know?” question 

involving a generic object is a Trojan horse for the idea of epistemically unified “domains 

of discourse,” each with its characteristic justificational architecture and associated 

restricted epistemic basis. The skeptic can now wheel out his generalized non-perceiving 

hypotheses.  We need to keep the horse outside the walls.  So when the skeptic asks 

“How do you know that there is hand here,” the response “I can see that there is” should 

not be taken as the first step towards offering an explanation on the skeptic’s intended 

level of generality.  Rather, it should be offered as a dismissal of the question.  I have 

already explained why this dismissal is legitimate.  The skeptic (or the traditional 

epistemologist who takes skeptical questions at face value) wants me to explain how 

know how I anything whatever about the external world.  My response is that there is 

nothing to explain.  The categories in terms of which the skeptic generalizes are not 

theoretically respectable.  To borrow an example from Jerry Fodor, to be asked to explain 

knowledge of the external world is like being asked to explain everything that happens on 

Tuesday.  To find this request sensible, you would have to have strange views about the 

days of the week.  To find the Cartesian skeptic’s question sensible, you have to have 

strange views about knowledge (and much else besides). 

 This may look like the skepticism about epistemology with which I have charged 

Wright (and which I think is a danger for Pryor too).  But it isn’t.  There is all the 

difference in the world between lamenting our inability to complete what is concede to be 

a reasonable project and arguing that the task in question is misconceived from the outset.  
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In so far as my view involves skepticism about epistemology, it is skepticism of the 

second kind. 

 

7. Are Cornerstones Empirical? 

 My argument so far offers grounds for repudiating a certain conception of what it 

would be to connect responsibility with reliability. I now want to say something more 

positive about perceptual justification. 

  To work out way into the topic, we can return briefly to Pryor’s positive account 

of  how experience justifies perceptual beliefs about things around us.  To recall, Pryor’s 

phenomenological justification appeals to a feeling of “ascertaining the truth.”  

Unsurprisingly, this explanation doesn’t appeal to Wright. First, it rests on the dubious 

assumption that 

there is a core intrinsic content carried by an experience: a message, as it were, which is 

just what the experience strictly and literally conveys, more basic than anything which, in 

the context of her collateral information, it may be able additionally to convey to its 

subject. 

As a result, 

Dogmatism will be appropriate as a view about the epistemic relationship between any 

given kind of evidence and the propositions for which it is evidence only in cases where the 

former consists in the presentation of appearances that P that are intrinsically just that — 

appearances which carry a certain proper, invariant content. Memory might inherit that 

feature when based on perceptual experiences that had it in the first place. But it would be a 

stretch so to conceive of the relation between behaviour and mental states (indeed, at odds 
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with the holism of the mental) — and yet more of a stretch so to conceive of inductive 

confirmation. So if Pryor's own account of the province of Dogmatism is correct, we will 

need to seek elsewhere for materials to address scepticisms about other minds and 

inductive inference.xxx  

Dogmatism is at best very restricted in its application. 

 It is mildly surprising to find Wright making this objection.  One would have 

thought that Wright himself thinks that experience has a core intrinsic content: experience 

conveys information about how things appear. But perhaps his view is that how things 

appear to us is itself deeply influenced by dispositions to judge that they actually are a 

certain way.  I agree with this. The feeling of reality is a reflection of our comfortable 

acceptance of worldly facts. But I don’t agree that dogmatism is necessarily so restricted 

in its application.  For example, the world feels tractable: i.e. stable and predictable. As 

Heidegger makes clear, objects do not show up—are not revealed to us--as mere 

presences but as opportunities for action (not present-at-hand but ready-to hand). We 

encounter chairs as for-sitting-in, hammers as for-banging-nails, and so on.  Connected 

with this is the fact that our concepts of everyday things are richly dispositional, not 

barely observational. Because of this our encounters with objects as the things that they 

are is fraught with expectations. I think that this feeling of tractability is another aspect of 

the feeling of reality.  It is how objects feel really “there.”xxxi Or again, there is a feeling 

that someone’s emotional state is being revealed to us: we can “just see” that he is 

genuinely upset. This happens all the time. 

 If the quality of experience is deeply infused by collateral beliefs, aren’t I forced 

to agree with Wright that experience can’t justify perceptual beliefs?  Not at all, 
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particular case, what justifies a perceptual belief (a belief causally mediated by visual 

sensations) is the fact that I have it. As I have already argued, the acquisition of reliable 

reporting (and belief-forming) dispositions is part of becoming an accredited epistemic 

subject, thus a bearer of default perceptual entitlements. This is the element of truth in 

dogmatism. And I don’t mind generalizing it: to memories, for example. However, in 

saying all this, I am not advocating a externalism. I do not deny that an epistemic subject 

needs to know a good deal about his or her perceptual reliability.  Knowing about one’s 

reliability—and particularly about one’s limitations—is essential to recognizing and 

responding to legitimate challenges.  Reliability-knowledge plays an essential role in our 

epistemic practices, though not the general justifying role that it is called upon to play in 

an authoritarian conception of them.xxxii

On the view I am recommending (which is influenced by Sellars and 

Wittgenstein) a considerable (if somewhat loose, indeterminate and often inexplicit) 

grasp of my epistemic limitations is an essential for me to be a paid-up player of the 

game of inquiry and epistemic assessment. But if I insist on knowledge of cornerstones, 

how do I avoid Wright’s problem?  My conception of the structure of justification may be 

default and challenge (and so perhaps formally foundationalist) in the dimension of 

epistemic responsibility, but why doesn’t the way it incorporates reliability-

considerations introduce epistemic circularity?  Or am I advocating a purely coherentist 

conception of knowledge (with all its attendant difficulties)? 

This problem exercized Sellars, who certainly did not want to leap from the 

foundationalist frying pan into the coherentist fire.  Thus in the peroration to the pivotal 
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Section VIII of Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, “Does Empirical Knowledge 

Rest on a Foundation?” he writes: 

Above all, the picture [i.e. of knowledge as resting on a foundation] is misleading 

because of its static character.  One seems forced to choose between the picture of 

an elephant which rests on a tortoise (What supports the tortoise?) and the picture 

of a great Hegelian serpent of knowledge with its tail in its mouth (Where does it 

begin?). Neither will do.  For empirical knowledge, like its sophisticated 

extension, science, is rational, not because it has a foundation but because it is a 

self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in jeopardy, though not all at 

once.xxxiii

However, he says nothing further to make clear how the apparently forced choice is to be 

avoided. But in a later gloss on this passage, he acknowledges that his insistence on the 

need to epistemic self-knowledge threatened to introduce circularity.  Thus: 

[S]urely, it will be urged, facts about learning languages, and acquiring linguistic 

skills are themselves empirical facts; and to know these facts involves perception, 

memory, indeed all the epistemic activities the justification of which is at sake.  

Must we not conclude that any such account as I give of the principle that 

perceptual beliefs occurring in perceptual contexts are likely to be true is 

circular?xxxiv

He first offers what appears to be a concession: 

It must, indeed, be granted that principles pertaining to the epistemic authority of 

perceptual and memory beliefs are not the sort of thing which could have be 

arrived at by inductive reasoning from perceptual belief.xxxv
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But he tries to take the edge of this apparent concession: 

But the best way to make the point is positive. We have to be in this framework to 

be thinking and perceiving beings at all.xxxvi

This seems very close to Wright.  The point that we may legitimately operate with the 

framework provided by our cornerstones, even though that framework could not have 

been acquired by inductive inference from perceptual belief, is another truth buried in the 

theory of entitlement.  There is one obvious difference: for Sellars the root of our 

entitlement to this framework is semantic, a category that is not on Wright’s list.  If we 

did not operate in such a framework, we would not be thinking or perceiving beings at 

all. That said, Sellars doesn’t seem to speak to the issue that he is supposedly addressing, 

which is whether his theory of justification is circular in some nasty way.  So although 

his view is not exactly the same as Wright’s, it is not clear that it differs in any way that 

matters epistemologically. 

There are three keys to unlocking the mystery of Sellars’s response to this 

problem. I shall discuss two now, saving the third for the end of this essay. 

The first is that Sellars offers the remarks just quoted as a gloss on the passage 

from Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, also quoted above, in which he implies that 

we need to avoid the choice between foundationalism and the coherence theory.  

According to Sellars, the foundationalist picture is particularly misleading because of its 

static character.  But if we are supposed to be avoiding the choice between the tortoise 

and the serpent, there must be something misleading about the coherentist picture too.  

My suggestion is that it is the same thing.  Both conceptions are “time-slice” theories.  

They think that our belief-system as a whole, at a time, can be justified by citing some 
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structural feature: its architecture (for the foundationalist) or its internal structural 

integrity (for the coherentist).  But we need to approach justification dynamically.  

Sellars’s difference from Wright—his semantic account of non-inductive entitlement to 

cornerstones—now makes its importance felt. For approaching justification dynamically, 

we see that although we need a rather complicated belief-system, involving beliefs about 

our information-gathering capacities, to play the game of inquiry and assessment at all, 

nothing in that system is immune from modification in the light of experience.  Nothing, 

including cornerstone elements of our epistemic framework, is exempt. 

This is a profound difference. Where Wright thinks that cornerstones are beyond 

evidence, Sellars thinks that they can be modified in the light of the evidence that they 

bring to light. On Sellars’s dynamic conception of justification, non-inferential judgments 

of perception and memory are not guaranteed to validate the specific epistemic principles 

they presuppose. The interdependence of principles and judgments is not viciously 

circular because our views about our reliability as information gatherers are not 

guaranteed to be self-confirming.  This means that, although cornerstone beliefs could 

not have been acquired by straightforward inductive inference, they can gain some 

retrospective validation from our success in working with them. (I would say, however, 

that this retrospective validation is more a matter of inference to the best explanation.) 

Now Wright himself offers a qualified endorsement of the dynamic and fallibilist 

conception of justification we find Sellars. In discussing entitlements of cognitive project, 

he notes that 
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[W]e should view each and every cognitive project as irreducibly involving 

elements of adventure—I have, as it were, to take a risk on the reliability of my 

senses, the conduciveness of the circumstances, etc. …xxxvii

However, Wright does not think that the picture of inquiry as an adventure gives us 

enough.  Nor, I suspect, would he be much impressed by the point about the possibility of 

correcting epistemic principles. Though such principles may be revisable in detail, they 

contain invariant elements.  And these elements--for example, commitment to the very 

existence of the external world—are what the skeptic shows to be beyond evidence.  

With respect to such fundamental commitments, pure entitlement is all we can lay claim 

to. This line of defence raises large issues that I cannot hope to address in full. But let me 

say something about the external world, which by Wright’s own admission raises special 

problems. 

 Although Wright is inspired by Wittgenstein, he treats our commitment to the 

existence of the external world in a very different way. Wright thinks that our belief that 

such things exist is an entitlement of substance: it involves a contingent and substantive 

ontological commitment. Thus, like the skeptic, Wright thinks that we can at least 

suppose that there is no external world at all. Wittgenstein is not so sure. 

35.  But can’t it be imagined that there are no physical objects?  I don’t know.  

And yet “There are physical objects” is nonsense.  Is it supposed to be an 

empirical proposition?--- 

  And is this an empirical proposition: “There seem to be physical objects”? 
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To treat “There are physical objects” as a contingent proposition to treat “physical 

object” as a sortal, albeit one that is extremely general. But Wittgenstein suggests that 

“physical object” is a meta-linguistic concept: 

36.  “A is a physical object” is a piece of instruction which we give only to 

someone who doesn’t understand what “A” means, or what physical object” 

means.  Thus it is instruction about the use of words, and physical object is a 

logical concept.  (Like colour, quantity,…)  And that is why no such proposition 

as: “There are physical objects” can be formulated. 

We don’t have an all purpose concept of “object” that swings free of our ability to 

operate with various categories of singular terms. Wittgenstein thinks that having ways of 

discriminating such categories--having logical concepts--can short-circuit the teaching of 

new words. “Physical object” is one such.xxxviii. 

 Interestingly, Wright’s insistence on treating the existence of the external world as 

a substantive commitment is a departure from his original treatment of what he came to 

call cornerstones.xxxix In that earlier treatment, he argued that if cornerstones are wholly 

beyond evidence, they cannot be thought of as empirical propositions. There is something 

to this.  If cornerstones are “thick” (for example, involving substantive views about the 

character of physical reality), they can be modified.  The more we thin them out, the 

more they drift towards being structural features of our way of thinking about the world: 

matters of “grammar” as Wittgenstein likes to say, not empirical commitments at all.  In 

particular, any way of playing the game of inquiry and epistemic assessment is going to 

involve a distinction between how we think things stand and how they are “out there.”  



 49

As Davidson reminds us, much of the point of the concept of belief is that beliefs can be 

false.  There is no “entitlement of substance” to be extracted from this point. 

 I do not expect these brief remarks to satisfy philosophers who remain taken with 

the skeptical problems that have been so central to philosophy after Descartes. But let me 

end with a suggestion as to the deep source of this dissatisfaction, which I think is meta-

philosophical. 

 In philosophy, we want to understand (as Sellars puts it) “how things in the 

broadest sense of the term hang together in the broadest sense of the term.”xl A large part 

of this undertaking involves trying to gain some reflective understanding of ourselves as 

agents as inquirers.  I suggested at the outset that skepticism is a profound problem for 

philosophy because it seems to constitute a barrier to this understanding.  Skepticsm 

about epistemology becomes skepticism about philosophy. 

 This brings me to the third key to Sellars’s response to the charge of circularity. 

Sellars’s claim that we need to be in a more or less complex epistemic framework, if we 

are to be perceiving and thinking beings at all, does not simply add one more source of 

non-evidential entitlement to Wright’s list: it repudiates a certain conception of how to 

pursue epistemology.xli  Sellars continues: 

I pointed out that we have to be in the framework of [various epistemic) principles to 

thinking, perceiving and, I now add, acting beings at all. But surely this makes it clear the 

the task of explicating the concept of a rational animal or…of a language-using animal 

whose language is about the world in which it is used.  It is only in the light of this larger 

task that the problem of the status of epistemic principles reveals its true meaning.xlii
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If starting with skeptical problems, taken at face value, leads us to despair of epistemic-

self-understanding, then don’t start with skeptical problems. 

 Of course, given the weight of history, we have to earn to right to set skepticism 

aside.  But I have already suggested how we can do that.  Sellars makes my point for me: 

From the perspective of this larger task, the metaphor of “foundation and 

superstructure” is seen to be a false extrapolation, to use a Deweyan turn of 

phrase, from specific “problematic situations” with respect to which it is 

appropriate.xliii

This is just what I said about the conservatism that drives Wright’s concessive response 

to skepticism. 

The suggestion that we stop doing epistemology in a way that will satisfy the 

determined skeptic is not a threat to epistemology as such.  Rather, it is a threat to 

epistemology as first philosophy. Put another way, it is a threat to the autonomy of 

epistemology.  We can do better by way of epistemological self-understanding—and 

even by way of seeing what is wrong with skepticism--if we join epistemology with 

philosophy of mind and philosophy of language (pursued in ways that don’t begin by 

respecting skeptical scruples concerning e.g. knowledge of the external world). Or put 

another way, if we just do philosophy and treat its supposed sub-disciplines as no more 

than practically convenient when we have certain relatively specialized problems in 

mind. Skepticism isn’t one of them. 

 

The Johns Hopkins University 

April 2008 
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