
Philosophy 1890: Skepticism

Spring 2019 / Thursdays, 6:00–8:30

Instructor: Chuck Goldhaber Contact: cag109@pitt.edu
Office Hours: Wednesday/Thursday 3:30–4:30, or by appointment, in 1009B CL

Course Description

In some conditions, you don’t know what you seem to know. This happens when you
are dreaming, or misperceiving, or very drunk. You think you’re sitting by the fire. But
you are actually in bed asleep, or looking at an LCD display of a fire, or drunkenly
imagining the fire as you feel heat from the radiator. Sometimes you can’t tell you are
in such conditions. You are dreaming, or misperceiving, or drunk, but you seem to be
awake, or perceiving correctly, or sober. These facts are commonplace. But they seem
to show that we know very little, if anything at all. The view that we have very little,
if any, knowledge is called ‘skepticism.’

Can we know anything at all? This course approaches the question is three phases. In
the first three-week phase, we will motivate a powerful kind of skepticism: skepticism
about the external world. This is the view that we cannot know even the most basic
facts about how things are in the world around us.

Over the next eight weeks we will explore and evaluate eight attempts to respond
to skepticism about the external world. The responses are grouped into three kinds:
Outward-looking responses appeal to connections between the outside world and our
use of language or belief-forming tendencies. The hope is that the connection is robust
enough to show that skepticism is false, or misguided, or no threat. Cavalier responses
attempt to sidestep skepticism. They do this by insisting we can know how things are
by just perceiving them, without needing to first answer the skeptic’s challenge. And
transcendental responses attempt to build a bridge from thought to the world. Such a
bridge would show that skepticism conflicts with or is ruled out by the preconditions on
our thinking in the ways that we do.

The final three-week phase reflects on the value of skepticism. We will look to Ancient
Greek, Buddhist and Taoist traditions to consider what a skeptical life could look like,
and what advantage it could bring. And we will close by considering what the point of
thinking about skepticism at all is.

Required Texts

– Skepticism: A Contemporary Reader (ed. Keith DeRose, Ted Warfield). 1999. Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press. ISBN: 0195118278. (Referred to below as [SACR])

– Course reader, available at the University Bookstore. (Referred to below as [CR])
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Course Requirements % of course grade

– Up to 70 pages per week of dense philosophical reading

– Regular participation in discussions 5%

– Six in-class reading quizzes (pop) 10%

– A short writing exercise (250–350 words) 5%

– Three papers (800–1200 words) on a selection of provided topics each 20%

– One final exam 20%

Readings

In the schedule below, readings are listed underneath the dates by which they must be
read. [Optional readings are marked ‘Optional.’] All the readings are tough and dense.
They benefit from several read-throughs. I recommend doing each week’s readings in
three or more sittings.

Always bring the week’s required readings to class.

Participation

Regular verbal participation in group discussions is not only required for receiving a
good participation grade. It is also crucial for developing philosophical reasoning skills,
which are very closely related to conversational and debate skills. If you are feeling shy
in class, come to office hours, and let’s start talking there.

Attendance is mandatory. Each unexcused absence after the first will result in a 1%
penalty to your course grade. Lateness may be treated as an absence, so arrive on time.

Quizzes

Six pop quizzes will be given during the semester at unannounced times. Each quiz will
test reading comprehension and be in open-note/text, short answer format.

Quizzes will often be at the beginning of class. Missed quizzes cannot be made up. But,
as a courtesy, the lowest grade of the six will be dropped. The remaining quizzes will
be scored out of 5, and will each account for 2% of your course grade.

Papers

The papers (800–1200 words) are due 2/28 and 3/28 by the beginning of class, and 4/22
at noon. Email them to cag109@pitt.edu.
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Each paper must address one of several provided topics concerning the course texts.
These will be distributed 2/14, 3/14 and 4/11. You may write on your own topic, with
my approval. To get this, email me within 72 hours of receiving the prompts. Your
email should include a question of no more than 50 words, followed by roughly 50 words
explaining how you will answer that question.

Papers must be clear, concise, rigorous and well argued. They must use quotes and
citations when presenting the target philosophers’ views or arguments. Each paper
must evaluate these views and arguments through use of objections and replies.

I encourage everyone to take advantage of the Writing Center, located at 317B O’Hara
Student Center. For information about the center, visit: www.writingcenter.pitt.edu.
You can easily make an appointment with a writing consultant online.

Final exam

The final exam ([date and time]) will consist of essay questions. Possible essay questions
will be provided in advance (4/18). The final exam will be open note/text.

Late Policy

Late work will drop a full letter grade per each 24 hours late (e.g., A– to B–). No quizzes
or exam can be made up.

Accommodations

If you need special accommodations regarding the assignments, classroom, or other
aspects of the course, please do not hesitate to notify me and, if appropriate, Disability
Resources and Services. You must do so as early as possible, so that I can make the
needed accommodations in time. To notify Disability Resources and Services, call (412)
648-7890 to schedule an appointment. The office is located at 140 William Pitt Union.

Prohibitions

Cell phones must be silenced during class. Absolutely no cell phones may be used in
the classroom, even during breaks or before and after class. No eating is allowed in the
classroom. Drinks are ok.

Academic Integrity

Any form of cheating, including plagiarism, will result in a failing grade for the course.
You are responsible for knowing what counts as plagiarism or cheating. Please consult
the University’s webpage: http://www.as.pitt.edu/fac/policies/academic-integrity.

To ensure a safe and constructive learning environment for all, please join me in the
commitment to respect everyone’s identities and rights, regardless of differences.
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Grading Scale

100–97% A+ 89–87% B+ 79–77% C+ 69–67% D+ <60% F

96–93% A 86–83% B 76–73% C 66–63% D

92–90% A– 82–80% B– 72–70% C– 62–60% D–

Schedule Assignment deadlines

Part I: Motivating skepticism

1/10 – Introduction: What is knowledge?

– Plato Theatetus, (ed. McDowell). 1973. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
(Excerpts, in class) [CR]

1/17 – Doubt everything Short writing exercise assigned

– René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, I and II, pp. 73–86 in Descartes: Se-
lected Philosophical Writings (trans. Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch). 1988. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. [CR]

– Jason Stanley, “Knowledge and Certainty.” 2008. Philosophical Issues 18:35–57. [CR,
just read pp. 35–41.]

– Optional: Gary Hatfield, The Routledge Guidebook to Descartes’ Meditations. 2003.
London, UK: Routledge. Chs. 3–4, pp. 71–140. [CR]

1/24 – Skepticism about the external world Short writing exercise due

– Barry Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism. 1984. Oxford, UK: Claren-
don Press. Ch. 1, pp. 1–39. [CR]

Part II: Outward-looking responses

1/31 – Contextualist responses:
The standards for the use of ‘know’ varies by context.

– David Lewis, “Elusive Knowledge.” 1996. [SACR, pp. 220–239.]

– Gail Stein, “Skepticism, Relevant Alternatives, and Deductive Closure.” 1976. [SACR,
pp. 145–155.]

– Optional: Fred Dretske, “Epistemic Operators.” 1970. [SACR, pp. 131–144.]
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2/7 – The response from semantic externalism:
“I’m a brain in a vat” must be false or meaningless.

– Hilary Putnam, “Brains in a Vat.” 1981. [SACR, pp. 27–42.]

– Anthony Breuckner, “Semantic Answers to Skepticism.” 1992. [SACR, pp. 43–60.]

– Optional: Lisa Miracchi, “Perspectival Externalism Is the Antidote to Radical Skep-
ticism.” 2017. Episteme 14:36–379. [CR]

2/14 – The response from epistemic externalism: Paper 1 assigned

The reliability of our belief-forming tendencies can justify our beliefs.

– Ernest Sosa, “Philosophical Scepticism and Epistemic Circularity.” 1994. [SACR,
pp. 93–114.]

– Barry Stroud, “Skepticism, ‘Externalism’, and the Goal of Epistemology.” 1994.
[SACR, pp. 292–304.]

Part III: Cavalier responses

2/21 – Moore’s response:
I can trust my senses more than premises in skeptical arguments.

– G.E. Moore, “Proof of an External World.” 1939. Reprinted 1993 in G.E. Moore: Se-
lected Writings, (ed. Baldwin). 1993. Milton Park, UK: Routledge. pp. 174–170. [CR]

– Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty. 1969. New York, NY: Basil Blackwell. §§1–65,
pp. 2–10e. [CR]

– Optional: Barry Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism. 1984. Oxford,
UK: Clarendon Press. Ch. 3, pp. 83–127. [CR]

2/28 – The dogmatic response: Paper 1 due

On a good theory of perception, we can often know things just by perceiving them.

– James Pryor, “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist.” 2000. Noûs 34:517–549. [CR]

– Matthew McGrath, “Dogmatism, Underminers and Skepticism.” 2013. Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research 86 (3):533–562. [CR]

3/7 – Spring break [no class]
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3/14 – The disjunctivist response: Paper 2 assigned

“We can misperceive” doesn’t imply “We can’t know things just by perceiving them.”

– John McDowell, “Knowledge and the Internal.” 1995. Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research 55:877–893. [CR]

– Crispin Wright, “(Anti-)Sceptics Simple and Subtle: G.E. Moore and John McDowell.”
2002. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 65:330–348. [CR]

– Optional: Pritchard, Duncan. “Wright Contra McDowell on Perceptual Knowledge
and Scepticism.” 2009. Synthese 171:467–479. [CR]

Part IV: Transcendental responses

3/21 – Transcendental responses:
The way we think about the world presupposes its being a certain way.

– Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (trans. Norman Kemp Smith). 1787 (2007).
Boston, MA: Pelgrave Macmillian. “The Refutation of Idealism,” B274–276. [CR]

– P.F. Strawson, Individuals. 1959 (1963). Garden City, NY: Anchor Books. Introduc-
tion and Ch. 1 (§§1–2), pp. xiii–27. [CR]

3/28 – ‘Modest’ transcendental responses: Paper 2 due

The way we think about the world makes skepticism incoherent or unattainable.

– Barry Stroud, “Transcendental arguments,” Journal of Philosophy, 1968, 65 (9):241–
256. [CR]

– Adrian Bardon, “Performative Transcendental Arguments.” 2005. Philosophia 33
(1–4):69–95. [CR]

Part V: The value of skeptical reflections

4/4 – Can we be skeptics? Part I

– David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (ed., Selby-Bigge and Nidditch). 1739
(2009). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. “Conclusion of this book,” Book 1, Part
4, Section 7, pp. 263–274. [CR]

– P.F. Strawson, Skpeticism and Naturalism: Some Varieties. 1985. New York, NY:
Columbia University Press. Ch. 1, pp. 1–29. [CR]

– Optional: Barry Stroud, “Hume’s Scepticism: Natural Instincts and Philosophical
Reflection.” 1991. Philosophical Topics 19 (1):271–291. [CR]
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4/11 – Can we be skeptics? Part II Paper 3 assigned

– M.F. Burnyeat, “Can the Skeptic Live His Skepticism?” 1980. Reprinted in The
Skeptical Tradition (ed. Burnyeat). 1983. Los Angeles, CA: University of California
Press. pp. 117–148. [CR]

– Nāgārjuna, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way (trans. Garfield). 1995.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. (Excerpts) [CR]

– Zhuangzi, “The Butterfly Dream” and “The Debate on the Joy of Fish,” in Zhuangzi: The
Essential Writings with Selections from Traditional Commentaries. 2009. Indianapolis,
IN: Hackett Publishing Co. [CR]

4/18 – What’s the point of thinking about skepticism? Final exam questions

– Barry Stroud, “Skepticism and the Possibility of Knowledge.” 1984. Journal of
Philosophy 81 (10):545–551. [CR]

4/22 (Monday) – Third paper due at noon

[date] – Final exam at [time]
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