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Peter Unger’s ‘An Argument for Skepticism’ purpotts show that an argument in
support of the universal form of the philosophisegptic’s thesis, that ‘nobody ever
knowsanythingto be so’ (p.42), is sourfdHere is the argument:

[1] If someoneknowssomething to be so, then it is all right for thegoa to
be absolutelgertainthat it is so.

[2] It is never all right for anyone to be absolyteertainthat anything is so.
[3] Therefore, nobody evémowsthat anything is so.

As the ‘anything’ makes clear he is suggesting tra cannot know that there are
trees or hands, that 2+2=4, even that one exidfsabione is having an experience of
something or other right now.

Knowing and Being Absolutely Certain

Perhaps, contrary to premise [1], there is an argisense of ‘know’ that allows us to
simultaneously know a thing and not be absolutedytain of it — although,
admittedly, even in ordinary usage one would béequinlikely to hear it said that ‘X
knows thatp, but isn’t absolutely certain thpt But there could be cases where it is
said truly, couldn’t there? Here one thinks of éxam candidate who knows all the
answers but, either through humility or revisioduced fatigue and stress, isn’t
absolutely certain of all the answers. Unger agteatthis is a natural thing to think,
in ordinary circumstances, but that the loose sehdenow’ used here is not, strictly
speaking, a correct usagéle asserts that it is wrong to think that there ally
more senses of to ‘know that’ than the one thagsivalent to ‘absolutely certain
that'.

If X claims to know thatp then, Unger suggests, themitails that X is absolutely
certain thatp. Is this right? Consider the proposition, ‘Alf kme that he turned the
oven off, but isn’t absolutely certain that he earthe oven off'. Is there a consistent
reading of this? If Alf is not in a state of abdelertainty with respect to how things
were left with the oven then could it also be polesthat Alfknowsthat he turned it
off? What if Alf has already checked the oven twibet just as he leaves the house,
with something akin to the routine of the mildlyselssive compulsive person, goes
into the kitchen for one more look; might we sagfdoe the final check, he knows he
switched it off, despite behaviour suggestive ah@en a doubtful state? Perhaps we
might ask Alf if he was certain: ‘well,” he respadl knew that | had turned it off,
but | just like to check, to make certain’. Thieses like a perfectly consistent thing
to say.

To suppose it impossible that Alf know somethingifienot absolutely certain of
might simply be a consequence of thinking that Ktow’ and ‘to be absolutely
certain’ are synonymous — but this seems to maketgument’s first premise trivial,
its second question begging and its conclusiorseti®remise [1] would simply be a
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claim about how knowing that makes it all right to know that, and premise [2] a
straightforward denial that we ever know tpat

Unger claims that when we say, for instance, tA#t knewthat he turned the oven
off’, then, if we speak truly, we always really medAlf knew for certainthat he
turned the oven off’ — even in ordinary usageskobW’. This, he says, is evidenced
by the inconsistency of ‘he knew it, but he didkriow it for certain’, and therefore
even our earlier attempt to give it a consisteatingg is not quite right. But either we
say that ‘know for certain’ is pleonastic (and we back to the triviality issue), or we
are adding something to mere knowing when we tacthe ‘for certain® So what is
being added?

Perhaps, to ‘know for certain thgitis to ‘be unprepared to entertain any doubts that
you know thatp’.* When Alf says that he knows he turned the ovenmff under a
grilling admits to having some doubts about thetenatve naturally say that Atfoes
not know for certairthat he turned it off, and therelpes not really know it at all
The mere fact of Alf's entertaining of the doubtems, so to speak, to dent the
certainty claim. And just as actual dents in pdiyeitat surfaces render them not flat
in an absolute sense, so figurative dents in cgytailaims render them something
other than certain, in an absolute sehSe, according to this understanding, to know
for certain is to be in a position where what ameertain about is indubitable, come
what may. Since one is not ever justifiably in swuchposition, then, given the
equivalence oknow and know for certain one is, therefore, never in a position to
know — concerning any putative knowledge claim \ekat®

The Attitude of Certainty

To claim that one is certain of something is toetaip a ‘severely negative attitude’
concerning whether the thing in question is so4p.ZFhat knowledge requires such
strict requirements is not something peculiar tagéhs characterisation, he argues,
but is a feature even of the anti-sceptic’s accafinthat it means to really be said to
know. If one is said to be certain then this wilVelve having ‘the attitude thato
new information, evidence or experience which omghtrever have will be seriously
considered by one to lz all relevant toany possiblehange in one’s thinking in the
matter’ (p.44 — Unger's emphasis). We’'ll call thhe Certainty Attitude, or CA.

So, when | am in CA with regards @ then | am in an attitude concerning all
possible future states of affairs such that | dédhmat none of those possible states of
affairs should bear at all on my thinking that aery p. Suppose to be ‘there are
currently roses’. Since | take it to be true thatr now looking at some, in a vase on
my desk, while | type, then it looks to be all righ say ‘I am certain that'. So, |
now have an attitude concerning all possible figudeeming them all to be irrelevant
to my absolute commitment @ Now, suppose | imagine some scenario where it
becomes apparent to me that there are not rosks wase on the desk (I am told that
| have failed to identify them as some specieslamm shape and smell to roses), and
further that it becomes apparent that all actuaeso prior to my thinking that there
were some, were struck by a sudden and mysteriogist land shrivelled away into
dust, so that my thinking that there were rosethatime | did, was apparently false.
Would my attitude be that the having of such aesenf experiences, should they
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come to pass, would be irrelevant to my judgintpibe certain thap? If it is, says
Unger, then | am being dogmatic.

Let us attempt to spell things out rather morefcélse One way of understanding CA
is as follows:

[CA] If X is certain thatp, then X would take it that for the appearanceauthe
possible scenario;SS;,...S,, if S*, then X still knows thap.

Well, this can’t be quite right, since the possi8lén question could be the imagined
giving up of the belief thap, or a proof of the falsity op, either of which would
entail the negation of X’s knowing that So Unger himself says:

The attitude of certainty concerasy sequence of experience or events which
could consistently be presented to a sentient stjloyghout its prejudging the
issue on which it might supposedly hgad5 — my emphasis)

So, we could put in a clause heading off prejutlis@narios, and come out with
something like the following:

[CA*] If X is certain thatp, then X would take it that for the appearance of
each possible scenariq, &,...Sn, if S*, where S* is not simply X’s coming
to believe that nop; or X's accepting proof that ngi-or the coming about of
not, then X still knows thap.

Therefore when | know that there are currently sose that there were roses, should
scenarios § involving the experience of being told by a flovexpert that it is not
roses but a near relation of the rose family invage, and 5 where it appears to me
that the vicious rose blight is being reported bg trusted news media that | have
access to, both come to pass, | would still mannttaat | know that there are currently
roses (or that it is still the case that | knewieBr Am | dogmatic here? | should say
that | am, since from such a vantage point (whbosé scenarios came to pass) |
imagine that | would most likely be a bit doubtéldout whether there were any roses,
which looks to be pretty clearly what it means ¢oitoan attitude of uncertainty.

But suppose we dispute this characterisation daedy. CA, recall, involved ruling
out all possible future experiences as irrelevanthe question concerning whether
one knew thap. Well it is one thing to say that one rules ous tbr that scenario,
should it come to passs bearing on whether one knows thatt is another thing
entirely to rule out scenarios which one is pregdoeaccept as counting against one’s
claim to know thatp, on the grounds that one is certain thatsuch scenarios will
come to passSo an alternative formulation of the certaintytade, sensitive to this
distinction, might be:

[CAT] If X is certain thatp, then even though the coming to pass of the
appearance of some possible scenafi&sS... S, would make X doubt thad,
X knows that no actual appearances of S* will campass.

In knowing that there are roses | am completelyfident that nothing of the sort
described above will occur to cause me to give ypctaim to know, even though |

Page 3 of 6



Does Anybody Know That Anything Is So? Richmondrdal of Philosophy 11 (Winter 2005)
Paul Sperring

understand that things coming to pass as descwbettl make me hesitate. Perhaps |
am justified in thinking this — it doesn’'t seem Ibe a dogmatic stance, at least
ordinarily considered anyway. This seems a pesfeaticeptable way of reading
‘being unprepared to entertain doubts’, which was suggested adjunct to mere
knowing. So, on this re-characterisation of CA \aa accept Unger’s premise [1] and
deny premise [2] — it is theall right to be unprepared to accept that any appearances
of the preposterous scenarios outlined by the scepiuld occur, thus ruling out
whatever might threaten one’s claims to know. Tisato say, it is all right to be
certain.

Unger is unmoved by this sort of challenge — iths, says, both incorrect and
irrelevant (that is, even if it were thought to dmrect). Firstly, it is incorrect since
one is invariably (or almost) not nearly so certaiout the sorts of things that might
turn up as one is about the thing one purportstodstain about. Being certain about
there being roses is far from the same thing asgbeertain that there could not be
appearances to the contrary. Unger gives the fatigwxample to illustrate. | might
be certain that a person is married, but then pleason says to me (falsely) ‘I am
unmarried’ and, further, gets his friends to supipes story. Such a case looks like a
plausible example of someone being certain abdhing despite there being easily
imaginable appearances to the contrary — is one eeeain about contrary
appearances not turning up? Of course, | mighinbkned to reject the appearances
to the contrary (after all, | claimed that | wastae this person was married, so am
unlikely to give up so easily) — but this takeshagk to the original characterisation
of CA.

Second, it is irrelevant because even if one clenaed the certainty attitude in this
way it would still amount to dogmatism to rule @# possible the coming to pass of
appearances to the contrary. Regarding this sosgtasfce Unger says that ‘only a
quite foolhardy man would...reject out of hand anggestion that some things might
be brought forth to speak against his positiordgp.

Of course, there is a sense in which it might abvagpear to be a mistake to say that
nothing could count against one’s position — thare many logically possible
scenarios that count against one’s claims ghatfollow Austin however, and deem
merelylogically possible counterexamples as irrelevanore’s claims to know.If
Unger takes that to be unfair we could presentpbistion as involving him in the
following dilemma: Either one knows things only ohe hasshownthat all the
logically possible counter examples to one’s clagnsnot obtain, or one can know
things if one is justifiably ruling outerelylogically possible counter examples (i.e.
ignoringirrelevant possibilities). Embracing the first horn Unger Isak be offering
a characterisation of knowledge that is a long Wasn the ordinary conception. The
alternative, however, is just to accept that we lkahmw some things after all
(supposing we can give an adequate characterisaitioglevance’).

So with this in mind, | think that Unger’s claimaththe alternative characterisation of
the certainty attitude is incorrect has not beeswsh Let us take a closer look at the
example offered. | know that you are married, yigutb me and say you are not.
Here, supposedly, is an appearance of things teatantrary to my knowing them.
But why can | not deny that this is even an appeagdo the contrary? When | say
that | am going to rule out scenarios that wouldtdey claim to know, what | am not

Page 4 of 6



Does Anybody Know That Anything Is So? Richmondrdal of Philosophy 11 (Winter 2005)
Paul Sperring

ruling out is mere speech acts of a contrary natareact | suppose it quite likely that
in the future | will get involved in discussionstiwviphilosophical sceptics who will
say, concerning things which | do know, ‘you knowsuch thing, since you may be a
brain in a vat/asleep...’, but | don’t think that ilmthen feel inclined to describe
those sayings as ‘appearances to the contrary’reghrd to the things known. What |
am ruling out are appearances where | take it tthetactual states of affairs have
come to pass that would make me give up my claitvetgertain about something or
other — | am saying, for instance, that it will r the case that the married person
will appear to me taruthfully say ‘I have never been married’.

Further, supposing (as | am) that this alternattbh@racterisation is the correct
characterisation of the attitude of certainty, gedn’t seem at all irrelevant, since it
isn't obviously dogmatic to deny that anything &t @uld happen to shake my
commitment to the things | am certain about — sirafeer all, | am certain about
them, and therefore the appropriate thing to daceonng them is to rule alternatives
out. This is just how we characterised being certaith [CAT]). What Unger would
need to do to show that one is being dogmatic tsete show that one ought not to
take up this sort of position — and | have jusedrito show that he has not
convincingly done this, at least with respect ® ¢éixamples discusséd.

Paul Sperring
Humanities
Richmond upon Thames College
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% Another possibility is that something is being eddo mere certainty when we say ‘to know for
certain’ — although the claim ‘she was certain thabut didn't know thatp’ seems an even more
unlikely formulation than ‘knew but wasn’t certdimatp’, and one would be hard pushed to come up
with clear cases of certainty without knowledge.

* Another suggestion might be that to ‘know for agrtthatp’ is to ‘know that you know thap’. Of
course, if to know anything (whethgror ‘that one knows that) is to know it for certain then we also
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have a case here, on Unger’s view, of ‘knowing dertain that you know thgt’ — which means,
according to this suggested sense, ‘knowing thatkmw that you know that’, and so on. This is
perhaps grist to the sceptic’s mill, since therafie here to explain what it means to be certain of
something threatens an infinite regress, but itnset® cause problems also for this suggested rgadin
of ‘to know for certain’.

® This is because, according to Unger, both ‘flatl &ertain’ do not admit of degree (pp. 46-47).

® Unger does not discuss the various problems viffardnt sorts of attempts to justify beliefs irigh
paper. His attack is rather more general; leveltirgycharge of dogmatism at any claim to certainty
and the dogmatist never holds his position judilfia Unfortunately Unger does not clearly define
what he means by dogmatism in this paper — beteitns clear enough from the examples that he takes
the attitude of the dogmatist to be one of holdingo claims to know which he ought not to.

"In his paper ‘Other Minds’ Austin discusses exasspWhere, in ordinary cases, it would just be
considered unreasonable to consider merely logipassible counter examples. For instance, suppose
an expert ornithologist spots a goldfinch in thedga. Now if one asks ‘how do you know?’ if the
expert responds with a range of criteria that nmarkgoldfinches from all other types of birds thea
ought to be satisfied. To say ‘but how do you knibwisn't stuffed?’ seems unreasonable here.
Knowing enoughto know that it's a goldfinch isn’t knowingverything- just enough.

8 Barry Stroud argues, in a similar vein, that Undees not show that dogmatism is intrinsic to
certainty in his review of Unger's bookgnorance: The Case for Skepticism in The Jourrfal o
Philosophy vol 74, no. 4 (1977), pp246-57.

° It seems that one is on firmer ground still whecoimes to matters such as, that | know | am having
experiences of a certain sort, or that 1+1=2 —thedappearances to the contrary’ that ought ta den
one’s commitment in these cases, such as Godgelsnwe are wrong, also look to be nothing of the
sort.
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