HPPH7010 Knowledge, Reason, and Reality
Essay 2
Andrew Nesseler – Student No. 2236167
What are the chief problems that philosophers have confronted in providing a definition of knowledge that would stand firm against the threat of sceptical doubt?
Introduction
	In providing a definition of knowledge that overcomes skeptical worries, philosophers have addressed the following problems. First, whether the traditional account of knowledge succeeds. This first problem will largely concern the Gettier problem, in which the view of knowledge as justified true belief is put into doubt. Second, how we should understand justification. On this point, we will look at the competing views of justification (e.g., foundationalism, coherentism, and infinitism) and see their implications. Third and lastly, whether it is possible to have knowledge of an external world. Here, in particular, we will see the most focused worries of the skeptic, who may go so far as to deny knowledge of one’s own physical existence.
While not exhaustive, the above shows the different ways in which knowledge has been scrutinized in epistemology. Yet, even coupling skepticism with epistemology has received pushback, given some philosophers want to “divorce the epistemological enterprise from sceptical doubts” (Williams 1999, p. 2). Regardless, I will address these problems with reference to epistemology, but, before attempting to do so, I will briefly explore and attempt to define skepticism.
Skepticism
	“Skepticism,” like many other terms in philosophy, can be considered difficult to pin down in meaning. Broadly speaking, however, “skeptical arguments in philosophy typically purport to show that we do not know or are not justified in believing many of the things we ordinarily assume we know or reasonably believe” (Lemos 2007, p. 131). For example, we may talk of moral skeptics, who hold that “we have no moral knowledge” (Brink 1984, p. 111). Yet, grander in scope we have global skepticism, which claims that “no one is to any degree justified in holding any belief” (Gallois 1993, p. 36). Alternatively, I may use the term “radical skepticism” for such a position, too. A view more precise but also open to discussion here is skepticism toward knowledge of the external world specifically, with such skeptical worries famously expressed (and attempted to be overcome) by Descartes in Meditations on First Philosophy.
	Yet, before Descartes, we can see skepticism as far back as in “ancient Greek thought, [with] the most famous being Sextus Empiricus, a Pyrrhonian sceptic who lived (probably) in the second or third century CE” (Miller 2022, p. 28). Pyrrhonian skepticism, however, does not neatly fall under the global skepticism camp, as “Many people . . . would deny that Pyrrhonean scepticism even purports to be a form of global scepticism about rationally justified belief” (Bailey 2002, p.16). In the case of Sextus Empiricus, “the skeptic is still investigating, that is, still trying to discover the truth” (Bett 2019, p. 7) as opposed to philosophical camps which espouse they either have the truth or that truth can never be reached. The latter, it seems, better represents the skepticism being discussed in this paper.
	So, one might ask why be tempted by skepticism. I believe the next few sections will help explain the motivation, but there are other prominent reasons which might continue to give life to the view. One I now have in mind is, well, the disconnect between the mind and objective reality. Specifically, the epistemic question of how we can bridge the gap between our own experiences to knowledge of a world outside of our experiences. The problem here could be labeled as the “veil of perception” where “between us and external objects: we do not have direct unvarnished access to the world, but instead have an access that is mediated by sensory appearances, the character of which might well depend on all kinds of factors . . .” (Lyons 2023).
	This problem may traditionally be associated with the idealist George Berkeley (to name one), but it also touches on Immanuel Kant’s work. The worry of skepticism from Kant’s philosophy, however, may be unexpected, but even contemporaries of Kant had these worries. Heinrich von Kleist (Heath 2016, p. 31), a poet during Kant’s time, laments that “It seems that I shall become another of the many victims of folly whom Kantian philosophy has on its conscience . . . I cannot wrest myself from its chains. The idea that we can know nothing, nothing at all, about truth in this life . . . has upset me in the very sanctity of my soul.” Dramatic, but it is understandable.
	For Kant, there is a strict division between the phenomenal world and the noumenal world. The former includes our experiences, while the latter is things in themselves (ding an sich). Even synthetic a priori knowledge such as mathematical truths, which Kant posits as a candidate, would be unknowable if they were,
independent objects external to the knower, things-in-themselves that are part of independent, an sich reality. It is only if the objects of knowledge and the experience that presents them must somehow conform to the faculties of knowledge, rather than the other way around, that synthetic a priori knowledge becomes possible (BonJour 2010, p. 23).
Similarly, there is a serious worry as to whether synthetic a priori knowledge has a proper basis in Kant’s philosophy. Specifically, if the synthetic a priori must conform to our faculties of knowledge, then it places such knowledge on an “aspect of the psychology of contingent beings” and so such knowledge could certainly have been otherwise and would have little claim to necessity (Katz 1997, p. 9).
	My point here is not to give Kant too much trouble and paint him out to be the arch skeptic of modern philosophy—worth noting that Bonjour (2010, p. 20) argues against the caricature of Kant as the arch rationalist and is, instead, more comfortably fits within moderate empiricism. Rather, I think Kant’s philosophy, even though not traditionally aligned with skepticism, helps show a main driving force for skepticism. As Huemer (2001) puts it, “. . . our processes of perception are like a ‘veil’ standing between us and the real world, preventing us from ever really perceiving . . . reality” and that “the doctrine of a veil of perception is closely related to skepticism; indeed, I believe the two ideas feed off one another and stand or fall together . . .” (Huemer 2001, p. xix).
	
Knowledge as justified true belief
	
Justification as bedrock, webs, or an infinite chain
	In the previous section, knowledge as justified true belief was examined. However, embedded within the JTB account, and without any necessary help of Gettier cases, there is the contested issue of the J—that is, how one should understand justification itself. Here, we will look at how justification has been tackled by three competing views: foundationalism, coherentism, and infinitism.
	This issue, maybe unsurprisingly, returns us again to skeptical worries raised by the ancient Greeks, as the Pyrrhonian skeptic in particular relied on the “Modes of Agrippa—a set of epistemological arguments designed to show that any attempt at justifying judgments must be circular, lead to an infinite regress, or reveal the judgment as an arbitrary and unsupported assertion” (Striker 2004, p.13). The problems for judgments, as argued by the Pyrrhonian skeptic, appear to unflatteringly mirror, respectively, the accounts of justification now known as coherentism, infinitism, and foundationalism.
	On coherentism, our beliefs are justified “on the coherence or mutual support between our beliefs” (Olsson 2022, p. 2). One of the most famous explanations of such a view comes from Quine’s The Web of Belief. In such a system, beliefs weave together and interconnect like the threads of a spiderweb. Beyond coherence, too, Quine does not treat all beliefs equally as he gives exceptions for certain beliefs, such as a belief in laws of logic, as “their revision would greatly ‘disturb’ the overall system” (Carlson 2015, p. 2).
	However, even with Quine’s nuances added to coherentism, it still faces serious objections. For one, the system appears to be fallaciously circular, wherein premises that are meant to support a conclusion are, instead, dependent on the conclusion itself to get off the ground. This is, after all, the skeptic’s objection above, given that if “our reasons should move in circles . . . [then those] circular reasons are illegitimate in a rational debate” (Olsson 2022, p. 3).
Another objection is that it may be feasible to have multiple, conflicting webs that all boast equal coherence. In other words, “some theorists fear a kind of relativism: practitioners who begin with sharply different sets of initial beliefs may converge into different coherence equilibrium states, with nothing to choose between them” (Lycan 2012, p.10). The coherentist, then, needs some way in which to adjudicate between equally coherent webs of beliefs, without reference to a bedrock or an infinite chain to help settle the dispute.
	As for foundationalism, it has embedded within it the “presupposition that it is only an already justified belief that can give support to other beliefs one has” (Fumerton 2022, p. 10). Importantly, too, it comments on the structure that knowledge, beliefs, and propositions must have in order to have justification (Fumerton 2022, p. 5), with such structure being “in virtue of its logical and evidential relations to foundational beliefs. (DePaul, 2001, p. viii). This is to say that inferential beliefs must have some special sort of epistemic relation to the non-inferential beliefs (i.e., the foundation). This is very reminiscent of Descartes’ attempt at first identifying those beliefs which cannot be doubted—as in one’s own existence as a thinking thing—to then build up to justify our less certain beliefs, such as the properties of wax.
	One of the perennial objections to foundationalism, as suggested at the opening of this section, is that the foundation may be an arbitrary stopping point. Namely, that “foundationalism is unacceptable because it advocates accepting an arbitrary reason at the base, that is, a reason for which there are no further reasons making it even slightly better to accept than any of its contraries” (Klein 1999, p. 297). If this is the case, then it cannot hope to justify those beliefs which depend on it for support.
	And, lastly, there is infinitism. Historically, there are few explicit defenders of this view. Likewise, contemporary defenses of it are scarce, but they certainly exist (Klein 1999 & Aikin 2014). This is largely because “When it has been considered, it has usually been dismissed as so obviously wrong that arguments against it are not necessary” (Klein 1999, p. 297). In other words, while the coherentist and foundationalist are given the courtesy of receiving some form of objection before being rejected, merely expressing infinitism is, in itself, seen as objectionable and perhaps a good candidate for a reductio. In giving a definition of the view, Peter Klein (1999, p. 297) stats that “Its central thesis . . . [is] that the structure of justificatory reasons is infinite and non-repeating.”
	The problem with infinitism, however, is that it does not appear to be an alternative to skepticism. Rather, it seems to entail skepticism. Tim Oakley (2019, p. 112), for one, argues for this entailment, stating that “recognition that one has no evidence as to whether or not there is any evidence for a proposition leaves one in the following position: one is not justified in believing that proposition.” And this is where infinitism begins to cater to the skeptic. It leaves room for one to potentially not have epistemic access to the next link in the suggested infinite chain of justification (Klein 1999), but this leaves open the pathway for skepticism because it could as well be the case that one is left in the dark as to whether there even is any further link in the chain. Instead, our restricted epistemic access could just as well be our inability to see that there is no further link or no infinite chain and, therefore, no justification to be found. So, as an alternative to skepticism, it cannot succeed, as infinitism relapses into skepticism and cannot “offer a viable solution to Agrippa's trilemma” (Wright 2013, p. 1114).
Knowledge of the external world
	Lastly, we turn to the skeptical doubt of one having knowledge of the external world. As Huemer (2001, p. 7) notes, this is a distinct view from idealism as “The skeptic need not deny the existence of an external world, as the idealist does . . . the skeptic maintains that we do not know there is an external world.”
Conclusion
	This paper has examined three ubiquitous topics within epistemology that fuel the dispute between skeptics and non-skeptics. The first was the issue of the JTB account of knowledge in light of the Gettier problem. I argue that, while the Gettier problem helps make divisions with epistemology clearer, it does not deal a fatal blow to the possibility of acquiring knowledge, and, so, skeptical conclusions derived from Gettier problems are not fully warranted. The second turned toward justification itself. Ancient Greek skeptics have raised Agrippa’s trilemma, wherein justification must either be arbitrary, circular, or an infinite regress. In either case, justification is, strangely enough, without justification, and, therefore, we cannot hope to gain knowledge of anything and overcome skepticism. On this issue, I have tried to remain impartial when explaining the different attempts at overcoming this trilemma. The skeptic, however, needs to dissect each in order to fully vindicate the trilemma in their favor. Third and lastly, we looked at skepticism aimed at the external world.
	These issues, along with the preliminary discussion of skepticism at the beginning of this paper, help explain the motivation for skepticism. However, we have also seen how philosophers have attempted to define and defend knowledge (and its parts, such as justification) so as to overcome skepticism. While the challenge of skepticism will always be there, I think the challenge has received plenty of considerate responses.
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