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‘Skepticism’ refers primarily to two positions.  Knowledge skepticism says there is no such thing as knowledge, and justification skepticism denies the existence of justified belief.  How closely the two views are related depends on the relationship between knowledge and justification:  if knowledge entails justified belief, as many theorists say, then justification skepticism entails knowledge skepticism (but not vice versa).  Either form of skepticism can be limited in scope.  Global (or radical) skepticism challenges the epistemic credentials of all beliefs, saying that no one knows anything, or no belief is justified.  More local skepticism is restricted to some domain; thus some skeptics question the epistemic credentials of beliefs about other minds (but not beliefs about one’s own mind), or beliefs concerning empirical matters (but not concerning a priori matters).  
To defend their views, skeptics presuppose or lay out requirements for knowledge or justified belief, and try to show that these requirements are not met--or cannot be met.  Two requirements in particular have seemed necessary to both skeptics and many of their adversaries.  To know p, or even to be justified in believing p, 

1.
We must have grounds for accepting p, and 

2.
These grounds must be discriminating:  they must make p more likely than the alternatives to p, where an alternative to p entails that p is false.  

Skeptics have tried to show that neither condition is met.  In what follows, we sketch the arguments skeptics employ, together with strategies theorists use to resist skepticism, and ways some theorists hope to use insight into the origins of epistemic concepts to shed light on skepticism.  As we go, we discuss the essays that make up this volume, and describe the contribution each makes.

I.
DEFENSES OF SKEPTICISM 
Sometimes skeptics use regress arguments, and conclude that our views are not grounded at all.  This approach might be called regress skepticism.  At other times they deploy skeptical scenarios to convince us that the grounds for our views are not discriminating.  The result is an approach we can call indiscernability skepticism.  

A.
Regress skepticism

Regress skepticism targets beliefs that purport to justify others, or the rules (epistemic methods) applied in the course of justifying a belief.  Both forms of regress skepticism can be associated with the followers of Pyrrho of Elis (c.365-270B.C.); the second form—applying to methods of justification—can be linked to David Hume (1711-1776).

Belief Regress Skepticism.  As applied to beliefs, the regress argument unfolds as follows:  first, it assumes that to be justified (or known) a view must be supported on the basis of another claim or chain of claims.  Then it suggests that no such support is ever successful.  Here is why:  a chain of support must (a) begin with claims that are based on nothing, or (b) circle back on itself, or (c) go on endlessly.  But infinite chains of justification are impossible for human beings to grasp or construct, so (c) is not possible for us.  Moreover, circular chains do not provide justification, and neither do chains that begin with arbitrary assumptions; either way—whether we choose possibility (a) or (b)—our beliefs are ultimately groundless.  Hence our beliefs are not justified.  

Rule Regress Skepticism.  The regress argument can also be applied to methods of justification, as follows:  to be grounded, a claim’s justification must involve the application of a rule of inference (or belief revision) whose reliability is supported, and this support will involve a chain of justification that (a) begins with the application of a rule whose reliability is merely assumed, or (b) defends the reliability of one rule by applying a second rule whose defense depends on an application of the first, or (c) applies a rule whose reliability is itself justified through the application of a further rule, and so on, ad infinitum.  Once we rule out (c), which is beyond the powers of human beings, we are left with a justification that is circular, or a justification that begins with an arbitrary assumption; either way, our confidence in rules of inference is ultimately groundless, and so our beliefs, which are defended with the help of those rules, are ultimately baseless.  
B.
Indiscernability skepticism 

Indiscernability skepticism starts by describing scenarios which have the following peculiar feature:  we have the same beliefs and perceptual states whether we are in such situations or not.  If I am being deceived by Descartes’ evil demon, or if I am a brain in a vat being deceived by futuristic or alien scientists, I would still appear to be typing away at my computer, safely out of the reach of the demon and scientists.  However—the indiscernability skeptic will say—evidence (justification) is entirely a matter of the ways things appear to us.  Something can count as evidence only if we can detect it ‘from the inside,’ through introspection or the like.  This view might be called justification internalism; similarly, knowledge internalism refers to the view that we can tell ‘from the inside’ whether we meet the conditions for knowledge.
  (The indiscernability skeptic will assume the first kind of internalism when defending justification skepticism, and the second while defending knowledge skepticism.)  Accepting internalism makes it difficult to deal with skeptical scenarios.  We have no basis on which to discriminate between the situation in which we are in the skeptic’s scenario, and the situation in which we are not, since, ‘from the inside,’ our evidence is compatible with both possibilities.  We cannot back up our natural tendency to reject skeptical hypotheses, and hence we do not know that these hypotheses are false.  

Having gotten this far, skeptics then challenge the epistemic credentials of the vast bulk of our beliefs.  They do so either by applying skeptical scenarios directly or indirectly.  

Indirect Indiscernability Skepticism.  The indirect approach is to use an epistemic principle to raise wholesale doubts.  For example, the skeptical argument from closure starts by assuming that the principle of closure (or entailment) is true:  if we know (or are certain about) one thing, and come to believe something else by deducing it from the first, then we know (or are certain about) the second thing.  Thus if I know I am typing at my computer somewhere in the United States, I can know that I am not a brain in a vat on a distant planet being fooled by alien scientists who are providing just the right stimulation to make it appear that I am typing.  Yet I cannot know the latter, since my evidence against the skeptic’s vat scenario is not discriminating.  Hence I cannot know the former—or any of the other numerous common sense beliefs that are incompatible with a skeptical hypothesis.  

Direct Indiscernability Skepticism.  A more straightforward approach, which makes the indirect strategy redundant, and nudges consideration of the closure principle to the side, is to apply skeptical scenarios directly to common sense beliefs, showing that our evidence is not discriminating.  Suitably defined skeptical scenarios involving Descartes’ demon or the vatted brain are alternatives to any common sense belief.  If evidence is a matter of how things appear to us, then no matter what evidence we might have for a common sense belief, we will have that evidence whether the skeptical hypothesis holds or not.  Hence we do not have discriminating evidence for our common sense beliefs, and we can neither know nor justify them.  (Perhaps I can know that either I am typing at my computer or I am a brain in a vat or so forth, but I cannot know of either conjunct that it is true.)

II.
RESPONSES TO SKEPTICISM

So far we have assumed that skeptics employ arguments to show that people have little by way of knowledge or justified belief.  However, in his contribution to this volume, A. C. Grayling maintains that this assumption is false.  Skepticism is best thought of as a “motivated challenge,” and by meeting the challenge we can deal with skepticism.  The challenge, given to those who claim knowledge in particular areas of discourse, is to support those claims in light of a “battery of familiar sceptical considerations.”  Skeptical considerations “illuminate the. . .defeasibility of our epistemic practices” but do not “license doubt beyond the reasonable norm in enquiry.”  Skeptics show there is a large gap between our theories and the evidence on which these are based.  To respond to skepticism, we must find a way to close this gap; to do so, Grayling suggests that we adopt the covering law model of the relationship between an inference and its grounds.  

Unlike Grayling, most philosophers treat skepticism as a thesis backed by argument.  These critics of skepticism take three main approaches.  Some target global (regress and indiscernability) skepticism rather than the local sort and offer what we might call incoherence responses:  they try to show that the skeptic’s thesis is incoherent in some way, so that even if we cannot locate a flaw in the skeptic’s reasoning, we can reject the skeptic’s conclusion on the grounds that it makes no sense.  Other critics focus on the defense skeptics provide for their view.  Finding skeptics arguing that the requirements for knowledge or justified belief are not satisfied, the critics clarify these requirements, and argue that they are met, or that the skeptics’ arguments to the contrary fail.  These critics offer counterdefense responses.  Still other critics do a little of both.  They call attention to a tension between the skeptic’s thesis and its defense, pointing out that any attempt to defend global skepticism is condemned from the start by the skeptical thesis itself.  These might be called indefensibility responses.

A.
Indefensibility Responses

The indefensibility response is a powerful criticism of the global variety of skepticism.  If no one has any reason to believe anything, as global skepticism says, then no one has any reason to believe in skepticism—no reason to believe that no one has any reason to believe anything.  So if global skepticism is true, we know from the start that it cannot be defended—no defense will give us a reason to accept it.  

In his contribution to the volume, Michael Ayers criticizes skepticism on such grounds.  By their very nature, he says, skeptical hypotheses are far-fetched and hence implausible.  A hypothesis is far-fetched when there is no positive reason for taking it into account or when there is a positive reason against taking it into account.  Skeptical hypotheses are incompatible with all (or nearly all) well-grounded beliefs, and hence are far-fetched.  This is particularly true of the sweeping skeptical hypothesis that, for every purported instance of knowledge, there is an acceptable alternative hypothesis that is “incompatible with what is supposedly known, yet compatible with its ground.”  Skeptics mean to use their scenarios to undermine virtually all of our beliefs at once, but if they succeeded, they would also prevent us from having any possible reason to consider their scenarios. 

B.
Incoherence Responses

There are two leading versions of the incoherence response.  One version charges that skeptical hypotheses are unverifiable nonsense, and the other claims that radical skepticism must be false given facts about the nature of thought and language.

The unverifiability charge:  According to one strategy, attributable to Wittgenstein and the positivists, the study of language reveals that global skepticism is nonsense.  Roughly, the idea is that meaningful claims must be verifiable, but in its intended sense the skeptic’s thesis, as well as its denial, are not.  

In her contribution to the volume, Marie McGinn puts Wittgenstein’s idea this way:  skeptics and antiskeptics offer clashing portrayals of our epistemic situation, and each is under the illusion that the offered description is true.  However, neither is true.  To say we know Moore-style anti-skeptical claims is nonsense; it is also nonsense to say, with skeptics, that we do not know them.  To support this position, Wittgenstein gives Moore’s claims the status of grammatical remarks, which are empty of sense.  They simply characterize our use of words, without making a claim about the world.  With his claim that he knows this is a hand, Moore tries to express certainty about the world, but he fails, because the pair ‘I know this is a hand’ and ‘I do not know this is a hand’ do not mark out an empirical distinction.  If certainty is expressed, it is a practical form of certainty, the sort of certainty presupposed by our ability to master a language, not the certainty involved in infallible justification of beliefs about the world.  In using language, we simply presuppose that we have mastered it, and are applying words to the world.  Consequently, we cannot, using language, express certainty that our words apply.

The reference theory approach:  A second, related, strategy, defended by Hilary Putnam and Donald Davidson (1986), is to show that radical skepticism is falsified by the very nature of language or thought and communication.  In “Brains in Vats,” reprinted for this volume, Hilary Putnam argues that (with certain qualifications) the statement ‘we are brains in vats’ is self-refuting.  Imagine a world called Twin Earth that closely resembles Earth except that instead of water the people there are surrounded by a substance that looks and feels like H2O but it has a different chemical composition:  XYZ.  Suppose the Twin Earthlings even use the term ‘water.’  On Putnam’s view, their word ‘water’ does not refer to H2O; instead, it refers to XYZ.  Such thought experiments lead Putnam to think that generally our causal interactions with things determines the meanings of our words and the contents of our thoughts, and he applies his conclusions about meaning to radical skepticism.  Thus suppose we are correct when we think we are not brains in vats, but there is a world (the Skeptic’s World) in which everyone is raised as brains in vats, and their perceptual input is qualitatively just like ours.  People in the Skeptic’s World might say ‘I’m a brain in a vat’ but their words will not mean what ours do when we utter this string.  Since their causal interactions with things determine what their words refer to, and since they interact only with an input provided by computers, presumably their word ‘vat’ refers to aspects of the computer programs that control their mental imagery.  And then their statement ‘I’m a brain in a vat’ would be false.  So no matter who says it—whether they, who are brains in vats, or we, who are not—‘I’m a brain in a vat’ is false.  


In his contribution to the volume, Anthony Brueckner explores antiskeptical arguments like Putnam’s and finds them disappointing.  He argues that antiskepticism cannot be defended on the basis of content externalism—according to which the content of thoughts is partly determined by the speaker’s environment—or on the basis of semantic externalism—which says that the meaning, reference and truth conditions of utterances are partly determined by the speaker’s environment.  Admittedly, the externalist theses do suggest an argument for antiskepticism.  They suggest that brains in vats on a water-free world do not think about or refer to water; instead, their thoughts and words refer to some counterpart we can call ‘twater’ with which they are in causal contact.  So if I’m thinking about (or referring to) water, then I am in contact with water, and cannot be a brain in a vat in a water-free world.  Hence given either version of externalism, knowing I am thinking about water (or that my words refer to water) seems to rule out various skeptical possibilities, such as the possibility that I am a brain in a vat.  But this antiskeptical argument faces two main objections, according to Brueckner:  First, it is hard to imagine a non-question begging defense of the claim that I know I am thinking about water (=H2O). “From the inside,” thinking about (referring to) water is just like thinking about twater; what determines that I am thinking about water is the fact that I am in contact with water instead of twater.  But how can I justify this claim about water to the skeptic’s satisfaction?  Second, knowing I am thinking about water might well turn out to be knowing I am thinking about the brain-in-vat counterpart of water, since, for all I know, I have been a brain in a vat all along.  

C.
Counterdefense Responses

The object of a counterdefense response, which attacks the skeptic’s own defenses, is to make plausible the claim that (a) the requirements for knowledge or justified belief are met, or, at least, the claim that (b) the skeptic does not show that these requirements cannot be met.  

Whether the latter is a sufficient response to skepticism is itself a thorny controversy—the burden of proof issue.  Here there are three main camps.  First are those who think that if we can defend (b) then antiskeptics win the day, since skeptics are on the attack, and hence carry the burden of proof.  Second are theorists who think that a demonstration of (b) only creates a standoff between skeptics and their adversaries.  A third set of theorists say that merely defending (b), and not (a), gives the victory to skeptics, since the burden of proof rests on the shoulders of antiskeptics, who need to show (per impossibile), using premises that are neutral vis-à-vis the truth of skepticism, that (a) is true—i.e., that the skeptic’s thesis is false.  Needless to say, the third camp, by handing the ‘neutrality’ veto to skeptics, has determined the outcome of the game from the start.  It is not uncommon for theorists in the first camp to think they have dispatched skepticism, only to find themselves attacked by theorists in the second and third camp.  

Theorists who offer counterdefense responses generally can be divided into two groups:  those who address regress skepticism and those who target indiscernability skepticism.  Some theorists, such as advocates of the coherence theory of knowledge or justification, or early modern Cartesian (infallibilist) foundationalists, address both.  

Counterdefenses to Regress Skepticism.  To counter regress skepticism, there are several strategies:

1.
Coherentists argue that circular justifications can succeed:  webs of beliefs can be mutually (albeit circularly) supporting, and thereby the individual constituent beliefs are justified.  Justification is achieved by a whole system of beliefs.  It is achieved when each belief finds support elsewhere in the system.  

2.
Foundationalists see justification as hierarchical.  They argue that basic beliefs are justified even though they do not rest on other claims, and that other (nonbasic) beliefs can receive adequate justification from such basic beliefs.  Some such theorists speak of intrinsic justification, implying that basic beliefs are self-justifying.  The earliest foundationalists (such as Descartes) were inclined to insist that basic beliefs be incorrigible, but contemporary foundationalists are much more likely to be fallibilists:  their basic beliefs carry enough justification to support other claims, but not enough to completely rule out the possibility of error.

Traditionally, foundationalists have held that only some beliefs are basic and thus foundational.  But in his contribution Gilbert Harman accepts the idea of intrinsic justification, and rejects the claim that only some beliefs are basic.  According to Harman’s conservative approach to justification, all beliefs, and all methods of justification, have an intrinsic form of justification simply in virtue of being accepted.  “One is justified in continuing to believe as one believes and to continue to use whatever epistemic methods one use, in the absence of any special reason not to do so.”  He defends conservatism on the grounds that alternatives have powerful skeptical consequences.  If we say that all or most of our justified beliefs must be associated with grounds, we must conclude that most or all of our beliefs are unjustified.  For most of us hold vast numbers of beliefs we can no longer justify because we have forgotten our original reasons for accepting them.  And, generally speaking, people are not very good at justifying their beliefs.  Given that we ought to abandon unjustified beliefs, it seems wise to reject the claim that our justified beliefs must be associated with reasons, and best to say that all beliefs are intrinsically justified.  But doesn’t Harman’s view imply that we may arrive at a justified belief p simply by deciding, arbitrarily, to believe it?  No it doesn’t, he says, so long as we think that believing p conflicts with the belief that one’s reasons for believing p are insufficient, for then we will be justified in giving up p.  (However, given that beliefs are intrinsically justified, why shouldn’t we abandon the assumption that unjustified beliefs are insufficiently justified?)

The idea that basic beliefs are intrinsically justified is compatible with justification internalism.  Other theorists reject justification internalism so as to make room for basic beliefs whose justification depends on external matters—factors outside of the subjective view of the agent.  Reliabilists like Frank Ramsey (1931), David Armstrong (1973) and Alvin Goldman (1979, 1988), for example, say that beliefs generated (or sustained) by reliable processes are sometimes justified even if the subjects who hold the beliefs have no idea that the beliefs are reliably acquired.  Such externalists drop the rule regress skeptic’s assumption that, to generate a justified belief, a belief-production method’s reliability must itself be justified, in a suitably internalist sense of ‘justified.’  In his contribution, James Van Cleve goes so far as to say that we must follow the example of the externalists, or else succumb to skepticism.  He notes that many theorists are reluctant to accept the idea that a source can produce knowledge in people who are not aware that it is reliable, since this idea suggests that we can come to know that a belief source is reliable on the basis of claims delivered by that very source, and this looks like circular reasoning.  But it isn’t.  An argument is circular only if we must know its conclusion is true if we are to know its premises, yet, according to reliabilism, even if we do not know a source is reliable, it can still give us knowledge.  For example, assuming that the senses are reliable, we can, using them, come to know all sorts of things about our environment, then, noting that these claims are true, we can then conclude that the senses are reliable.  

3.
The Arbitrary Reasons View.  A third response (perhaps attributable to Wittgenstein 1977; see also Luper 1990) to regress skepticism is to say that it can be rational to hold arbitrary beliefs (or to use epistemic methods arbitrarily), where an arbitrary belief is one that, even upon some reflection, we cannot, here and now, link to a consideration that suggests it is true.  The view is that these rational beliefs (or methods) are not themselves justified, but they can serve to justify other beliefs.  

In his contribution to this volume, Richard Foley offers a suggestion that is closely related to the arbitrary reasons view.  He argues that it is rational simply to trust our faculties and the beliefs they generate.  This is fortunate, he says, since we cannot give a non-question-begging defense of that trust.  Nor can we show that skeptical possibilities do not hold, since we must use (hence trust) our faculties in any effort to justify their reliability, and he rebuts several arguments to the contrary.  Skepticism is not self-referentially incoherent, nor metaphysically impossible.  Nor can we prove that our faculties are reliable using the theory of natural selection.  There is no alternative to trust in the reliability of our faculties for belief formation.

4.
Infinitism.  In his contribution to the volume, Peter Klein defends a fourth response to regress skepticism called infinitism, which is a combination of (a) the much-maligned view that infinitely regressing chains of distinct reasons are required for “fully” justified belief, together with (b) the claim that accepting provisionally justified beliefs—beliefs that are more rational to hold than the alternatives given the reasoning so far—is the only rational and realistic practice.  The second part of his view—claim (b)—seems compatible with the arbitrary reasons view, since a belief can be provisionally yet rationally justified (in Klein’s sense) on the basis of a second belief that, here and now, we are unable to back up.  Klein declines to say what is sufficient for adequate justification, claiming only that an infinite chain of novel supporting reasons is a necessary condition.  But whatever constitutes full justification, a belief can be rationally held and yet inadequately justified, according to Klein, so it is not entirely clear how other theorists must respond to his claim (a). (Sometimes Klein hints that to fully justify a claim is to establish it once and for all; if this means that a fully justified claim is certain, then ‘full justification’ is not the notion most theorists hope to clarify.)  Klein goes on to suggest that, in a sense, infinitism undercuts indiscernability skepticism, leaving the issue unresolvable.  No argument can provide adequate reason for accepting the skeptic’s conclusion since no reasoning can settle any issue:  given the truth of infinitism, further reasoning (and further reasons) is always required for full justification.

Counterdefenses to Indiscernability Skepticism.  Critics have developed several strategies to counter indiscernability skepticism as well.  

1.
Coherentist moves.  Some coherentists argue that skeptical possibilities are in tension with large swatches of ordinary schemes of beliefs.  Accepting a skeptical hypothesis is irrational since it would sharply decrease the coherence of the typical web of beliefs.  

In his contribution, Keith Lehrer rejects skepticism on related grounds.  He points outs that skeptics do, after all, have some sort of responsibility for making their claims plausible; in the absence of such a showing, we are entitled to believe what we do.  If we were dreaming, or if we were brains in vats, truly we would know little if anything, but we don’t believe that these possibilities hold, and the skeptic does nothing to make it plausible that they do hold.  Moreover, when the things we believe are not only mutually supporting, but also true, they constitute knowledge.  For this reason it is appropriate to say that we know commonsense claims about where we are, what we are doing, and so on.  Nonetheless, we cannot prove that we know these things, since any argument we give ultimately will be circular.

2.
Externalist moves.  Other theorists attempt to by-pass indiscernability skepticism by jettisoning the traditional understanding of the discriminatory powers by which we achieve knowledge or justified belief.  By tradition, these powers are understood in terms of discriminating evidence that is directly accessible:  we know p only if we have introspective access to evidence that makes p more likely than any of the alternatives to p.  In the post-Gettier era, however, nearly everyone has abandoned knowledge internalism, and many reject justification internalism as well.  (Some go half way:  defeasibilists, who say (roughly) that we know p just in case our belief p is true and justified on the basis of evidence for which there is no defeater, do not reject justification internalism, but they do reject knowledge internalism, since the injunction against defeaters is an externalist condition, and so is the truth condition.)  Most theorists explain the relevant discriminatory powers in terms of processes and aspects of the world that are external to the knower’s internal perspective.  One such externalist account requires that p be produced or sustained by a reliable process—a process with a good track record of producing true beliefs rather than false ones, or a process that would tend to produce mostly true beliefs.  As Ayers points out in his contribution, emphasizing such externalist aspects of knowledge leaves one free to insist on internalist elements, too.  Ayer says that the externalist and internalist elements of knowledge are inextricably linked:  knowledge involves reliable epistemic methods, such as reflection and sensation, but it also involves (the internalist element of) recognizing how it is that we reliably discover the truth.  

Externalism can be a powerful weapon in the battle against skepticism.  It is especially useful against regress skepticism.  However, accepting an externalist account of our discriminatory powers still leaves indiscernability skepticism unresolved.  All externalists say that knowledge is generated through mechanisms whose discriminatory powers rely on factors outside of the subject’s ken (call this the discriminatory power thesis).  But to combat indiscernability skepticism, we must make a stronger externalist assumption, such as that the discriminatory powers requisite for knowledge vary depending on the challenges with which our circumstances confront us, so that ordinary discriminatory power is all that is needed in ordinary circumstances, and extraordinary power is requisite only when alternatives that are especially difficult to detect are close possibilities (call this the variation thesis).  Ordinarily I know that my best friend Tom is standing in front of me by recognizing him, but not if, unbeknownst to me, Tom has a twin Dom who is in town for a visit.  With Dom around, my discriminatory powers must be much greater if I am to know Tom is before me.  Thus skeptical possibilities do not threaten the epistemic status of our commonsense beliefs—so long as the possibilities are remote!  In a skeptical situation, the discriminatory powers of our belief-formation mechanisms would break down, and be unable to generate knowledge; otherwise, they do just fine.  Whether we know things depends on our circumstances.  

3.
The Tracking Theorist’s Approach.  Externalists need not accept the variation thesis, and not all do.  According to the variation thesis, skeptical scenarios, and other elusive possibilities, do not raise the requisite discriminatory power of knowledge-producing methods unless there is a good chance of those scenarios actualizing.  Hence nothing stands in the way of our knowing that skeptical hypotheses are false.  Yet many externalists balk at this idea, and reject the variation thesis.  According to tracking theorists (Dretske 1970; Nozick 1981), for example, we cannot know are not brains in vats (or that other skeptical hypotheses fail to hold) even if we are in ordinary circumstances exercising ordinary discriminatory powers.  Here’s the problem:  to know p (to have the requisite discriminatory powers vis-à-vis p) is to track the fact that p:  it is to arrive at the belief p via a method that would not lead us to believe p if p were false.  But if we were brains in vats, we would still think we were not.  So we do not track the fact that we are not brains in vats; we do not know we are not in some skeptical scenario.  And this suggests, at least initially, that we cannot know commonsense claims that are incompatible with being in some skeptical scenario or other.  The skeptic is still in the game.  Even if externalism is true, skepticism still seems plausible.

Famously, Dretske and Nozick respond to this challenge by assuming that skeptics rely on what we have called the skeptical argument from closure, and rejecting the principle on which it rests:  the principle of closure.  Given the tracking account of knowledge, the skeptic’s principle is false:  as Dretske explains in his contribution to the volume, it is entirely possible to track a commonsense claim, such as I am in the United States, yet fail to track a claim I deduce from it, such as I am not a brain in a vat on a distant planet.  Dretske goes on to present new reasons for denying that knowledge, as well as perception, are closed under (known) implication:  testimony, proof-giving, and memory are all ways of coming to know, yet none of them is closed.  Also, “knowledge enabling relations,” such as indication, are open:  tracks in snow indicate that there are deer in the woods, but they don’t indicate that there is a physical world.  

4.
The Contextualist’s Response.  The tracking response has left many theorists cold, since refusing to accept any version of the principle of closure, however qualified, seems bizarre.  Along with others, contextualists have offered a strategy for dealing with skepticism without rejecting the closure principle.  Prominent among these is David Lewis, whose essay “Elusive Knowledge” is reproduced here.  Contextualists like Lewis try to clarify and criticize skeptical assumptions about when it is appropriate for a speaker to attribute knowledge to an agent.  In epistemic contexts, they say, it is inappropriate to grant that people know things—on this point contextualists agree with skeptics.  But in ordinary contexts it is entirely proper to grant that people know things—here they part ways with skeptics.  Where skeptics go wrong is in assuming that what goes in one context goes in others, so that by showing, in the epistemic context, that we know nothing, they can conclude that no one knows anything, whatever their context may be.  

Other theorists have offered responses that are closely related to the contextualist’s.  In his contribution, and in an earlier book (1994), Robert Fogelin explains the allure of skepticism by pointing out that dwelling on a possibility like the vat hypothesis is itself sometimes enough to raise the standards we expect our faculties to meet (our “level of scrutiny,” as he calls it) if we are to arrive at knowledge.  Hence if we think about skeptical scenarios, “we will find ourselves unwilling to claim to know many things that we usually accept as items of knowledge.”  What chiefly distinguishes Fogelin’s idea from the contextualists’ is that Fogelin considers his claim to be descriptive, not normative:  the view is not that “one has an epistemic obligation to dwell on remote defeators,” nor that “faced with remote defeators, one ought to withdraw knowledge claims.”  It is simply a fact about us that if we dwell on skeptical possibilities, we tend to withdraw knowledge claims, and this is enough to explain the appeal of skepticism.  

5.
Indication and Safety.  Finally, there are theorists who accept the closure principle and who resist both skepticism and the contextualist response to it by relying on the variation thesis.  Steven Luper and Ernest Sosa would build an account of knowledge around the following modified version of the tracking condition:  S knows that p if and only if S believes p on the basis of a reason that would indicate that p is true only if p were true.  When this condition is met, S’s belief p has a property that Sosa calls safety.  The approach might be called the indicator view.  The indicator account sustains the principle of entailment, largely because the safety of S’s belief p guarantees the safety of p’s logical consequences.  Or as Luper says, an infallible indicator that p is true is also an infallible indicator that p’s logical consequences are true.  Moreover, if the indicator account captures the discriminatory powers needed to know p, then nothing stops people from knowing commonsense claims.  People who are in ordinary circumstances can even know that skeptical hypotheses are false, either directly on the basis of observing their surroundings (since normally people would appear to be in the U. S. only if they were not brains in vats), or, in Moore’s style, indirectly, by applying the principle of entailment to commonsense claims (such as:  I am in the U.S.).  Also, as Luper (1984, 1987) and Sosa (1999) have pointed out elsewhere and in their contributions to the volume, the indicator theory positions us to explain (away) the appeal of skepticism, by noting that the tracking and indication conditions closely resemble each other (the one is the contraposition of the other).  In failing to distinguish clearly between tracking and indication, we sometimes apply the tracking account and conclude, with the skeptic, that we do not know we are not in vats, overlooking the fact that tracking undermines the entailment principle.  At other times we apply the indication account properly, and conclude, with common sense, that the entailment principle is true, perhaps not noticing the consequence that knowledge of skeptical scenarios is possible.

III.
SKEPTICISM AND THE ORIGINS OF EPISTEMIC CONCEPTS

Our last two essays make controversial claims about the origins of epistemic concepts themselves, and reexamine skepticism in light of these theses.

In their essay, Nichols, Stich and Weinberg raise doubts about the trustworthiness of the intuitions underlying (some) skeptical arguments by arguing that these intuitions vary with a person’s “cultural background, socioeconomic status and educational background.”  For example, people from the Indian sub-continent are “significantly less susceptible to skeptical intuitions,” and people who have not taken much philosophy are more likely to claim that they know they are not brains in vats than are people who have taken quite a bit.  If epistemic intuitions vary in this way, and if skeptical arguments rest on appeal to intuition, then these intuitions are not to be trusted, and skepticism is not as significant a threat as some think.  Of course, one might respond by saying that the groups who fail to share our intuitions can be ignored since they are not using the word “know” the way we do.  Their reactions have no bearing on the issue of whether skepticism is correct from the standpoint of our epistemic concepts.  But the authors are prepared for this response.  Why, they ask, should anyone think that gaining what we call knowledge is important, supposing that there is a wide diversity of concepts of knowledge?  Why say it matters whether skeptics are correct?  “Without some reason to think that what white, Western . . . philosophers call ‘knowledge’ is any more valuable, desirable, or useful than any of the other commodities that other groups call ‘knowledge’ it is hard to see why we should care if we can’t have it.”  

In his contribution, David Bloor discusses constructivism—the claim that (scientific) knowledge is a social construction—and defends it against two charges that would align it with skepticism.  First, when constructivists treat scientific concepts as social constructs, they imply that scientific theories cannot constitute knowledge, since social constructs are mere inventions, or figments of the imagination, corresponding to nothing in reality.  The second charge is that when constructivists deny that there are universal standards of truth and evidential adequacy in science, they imply that scientific theories cannot be justified, and hence cannot constitute knowledge.  To the first charge, Bloor responds that his opponents have misunderstood the constructivists’ project.  The concepts scientists construct are not pure inventions; they are combinations of various elements, including experiences.  And these constructions “can be tools with which we represent and engage with the world,” hence it makes sense to suppose that the theories in which they are used can constitute knowledge.  Nonetheless, there “is an irreducible dimension of invention, of the artful, involved in what is normally and rightly called ‘discovery.’”  Furthermore, the concepts scientists construct are conventional, in the sense that alternative constructs might serve as well.  To the second charge, Bloor responds, in effect, that his opponents have mistaken relativism for skepticism.  Scientific theories can be defended and their success assessed, but not by applying universal objective standards.  Instead, the naturalistic, descriptive study of scientific practice reveals that the standards that determine the success of theories are socially constructed.  Among other things, this means that what counts as evidence and as success is determined by relevant goals and standards, and the relevant goals and standards are created and sustained by groups of interacting researchers.  “Evidential force has no abstract existence outside the cognitive practices in which it is advanced and resisted, assessed and negotiated.”

� Different forms of internalism and externalism are defined and discussed in Alston (1986), BonJour (1992) and by Van Cleve in “Is Knowledge Easy—Or Impossible?” ( this volume).
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