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ABSTRACT: Timothy Williamson has offered anovel approach to refuting
externd world skepticism in hisinfluential book,Knowledge and Its Limits. The
strategy employed by Williamsonisto show tha skeptics falsely attribute too
much self-knowledgeto the epistemic agent when they claim tha ones evidence
isthe same when in a @oodcaseOas it would bein asimilar rad case.O
Williamson argues tha onés evidence is notthe same in a goodcase as it would
bein abad case. My contentionistha Williamson@ accountfails. In order to
make his case agang skepticism, Williamson mug attribute an overly strong
conaeption of evidence to the skeptic, which can be avoided by appedlingto a
phenomend conaept of evidence. Thus adifferent approach mug betaken to
avoid skeptical consequences.

In theeighth chapter of Knowledge and Its Limits, Timothy Williamson attempts
to undemineacase for acertain kind of epistemological skepticism by arguing tha the
skeptic incorrectly assumes tha rationd thinkers are always in a postionto knowwhat
ther evidence is (Williamson 2000) The skeptic@ error, according to Williamson, is that
he attributes too much self-knowledgeto the knower. In this pgper, | aim to criticize
Williamson®view by arguing that Williamson® response to skepticism is unsuccessful
because he presumptuoudy saddles the skeptic with an excessively strongpostionon

evidence. | will begin by presenting Williamson@® case againg skepticism and then

proceed to explicate my criticism.

l.

Thebrand of skepticism that Williamson chdlenges is Gexternd world
skepticism.O On this skeptical hypothesis, ong3 evidence provides an equdly strong
basis for thecondusontha oneisin a@oodcaseOasit isfor condudingoneisin a
rad case.O A goodcase (GC) is defined as a circumstance where thingsappesr as they

generdly do, and thingsare tha way; onebdieves some propostion p and p istrue by



ordinary standads oneknowsp. A bad case (BC) isdefined as a circumstance where
thingsstill appear asthey geneally do, butthingsare different than they appear; onedill
bdievesp butp isfase; by al standadsonefailsto knowp since only true propostions
can beknown. Notice tha BC isso bad that if onewere to bdieve tha onewerein BC,
even tha bdief would not countas knowedgesince by definitiona personin BC would
have nojudificationfor this bdief. Consequently, in BC al of oneé3judgments about
the externd world fail to countas knowledge

The skeptic@ strategy is straightforward. 1f one3 evidence is the same regardless
whethe oneisin GC or BC, then onehas norationd basis for condudingtha oneisin
GC rather than BC. On this point Williamson concedes Ot is difficult notto feel
sympathy for the scepticO(Williamson 2000:174). Thus for Williamson, the skeptical
argument is not averted by correcting aflaw in reasoning, butrather, it isundemined by
showing that the skeptical argument rests on afaulty premise. After all, the skeptic
cannotstipulate that one@ evidence isthesame in both GC and BC. To assume that
would betantamountto assuming the skeptical concluson tha isunde question.
Therefore, the skeptic mugt put forward some argument for the claim that onel3 evidence
isthesamein GC and BC.

Theargument for sameness of evidence tha Williamson attributes to the skeptic
isareductio, which follows from this valid argument (Williamson 2000:169-170).

1. Assume (for reductio) tha theevidencein GC and BC is different. )

2. If oneisin BC, then onecan deduce tha oneisnat in GC (sihce one3

evidence would bedifferent (from (1)).

3. But (2)isfase (everyone induding anti-skeptics, bdieve this).
4. Theefore, it isnotthe case tha one3® evidenceisdifferentin GC and BC.



Williamson denies the veracity of the second premise on the groundsthat the Grgument
assumes that in the bad case oneknows what one evidence isO(Williamson 2000:170).
In order to judify thekind of dedudiontha skeptics need for the second premise of this
reductio to proceed, Williamson attributes this implicit assumption to the skeptic
(Williamson 2000:170-71):.

(P) For any appropriate propety !, in any case where ong3 evidence has !, one
knows that oneg3 evidence has! .

Williamson explainsthat he uses GvidenceOin (P) to mean Qotal evidence,O
rather than asingle item of evidence. What hemeans by the Gippropriate propertiesOof
one3 evidence, however, is not perspicuous Williamson suggests tha he undestands
appropriate propaties to congst of Qhe content of one3 evidenceOand that (being
known to have such a propaty need notitself beintrinsc to the content of the evidenceO
(Williamson 2000:171). Williamson cannotimpaort the externd propeties of mental
content (see Williamson 2000:49-64) withouttrivialy falsifying (P). In other words if
Williamson were to maintain that oneof the appropriate propeties of one3 evidence
would indudewhether it was in fact caused by bengin GC or BC, then demongrating
the difference in one® evidence would obvioudy succeed, but this would hardly impress
any skeptic. Appaently, Williamson wants to restrict the appropriate propeties of one3
evidence to propeties tha are intringc to the content of one® evidence. | shal proceed
onthis undestanding of Gappropriate propeties of oned evidence,Oalthoughl shal
revigit this characterization when parsing out my criticism of this point later.

To show that (P) isfalse, Williamson employsthefollowing sorites argument

(Williamson 2000:175-77):



(2) Forany appropriate propaty !, if in %.; one@ evidencelacks!, thenin %
oneknowstha in %.; one3 evidence lacks! .

(3) Itiscondstent with wha oneknowsin % tha oneisin %:.;.

(4) In % ond3evidence has! .

(5) In %.; oneg8evidencelacks! . (assumption for redudio)

(6) In % oneknowstha in %.; one8evidencelacks!. (from2; & 5)

(7) In % oneknowstha one3 evidence has! . (from (P) & 4))

(8) Itisinconsstent with wha oneknowsin % tha oneisin %.. (from6; &
7)

(9) In %.1, onedevidencehas!. (3; & 8; contradiction; deny assumption 5,)

(10, If in % oneBevidence has!, thenin %.1, one8 evidence has! .
(conditiondizing 9; on4))

(11) If in % oneé3 evidence hasnot! , thenin %:.;, one@@ evidence has not-! .

(12;) One@ evidence in %, has the same appropriate propaties as one3
evidencein %,.

From(12y), E , (12,), we get:

(13) One@ evidencein Y%, has the same appropriate propaties as ond3 evidence
in %,.

Thiswhole argument rests on the assumption (P). Since (13)isobvioudy false
(andisderived fromthe assumption (P)), then (P) isfalse. To ge abeter idea of what |
take Williamson® argument to be, condder this following ingantiation of it. Suppo®
oneis ingecting one3 evidence of the color of some red image. Across alongspan of
time, thered imageis dowly changing to yellow, but the changeis so gradud tha one
cannot detect any changein theimage® color from onemillisecondto thenext. At some

middle point ( %) theimagewill bered, even thowgh at the next millisecond ( %) it

will cease to bered. Given tha the changeis so subtle asto be unddectable to the human
eye, the person ingecting his evidence (as to what is theimage® color) will notbein a

postion to knowthat his evidence does not have the propety of bengred. This



argument is similar to Williamson® argument againg luminosty (Williamson 2000:97-
98).

Assuming tha the sorites argument is successful, themoral is clear: oneis not
adways in apostion to know all of the appropriate propeties of one3 own evidence.
Williamson explainsthat when in BC one3 evidence appears exactly similar to when one
isin GC not because theevidence is exactly similar in bath cases, butrather dueto BC
being so bad tha onelacks evidence of its badness (Williamson 2000:177,180) When
in GC, however, oneis sometimes, perhapseven often, in a postionto knowwha one3
evidenceis. Conequently, when in GC onehas consderably more evidence, which also
explainswhy one3 evidence is not thesame in both cases. According to Williamson, the
skeptical argument fails because the skeptic incorrectly assumesthat in BC oneisina

postion to knowwhat one3 evidenceis.

A critical problem for Williamson@respon to skepticism is tha the conaept of
evidence tha herequires the skeptic to use in order to establish sameness of evidenceis
unnecessarily strong. Recall that Williamson commits the skeptic to use (P) in order to
establish tha onehas the same evidence in GC asin BC. A natural respon to this point
isto question whether the skeptic is committed to something as strongas (P) to prove
sameness of evidence. If some other accountcan be used by the skeptic to establish
sameness of evidence, then Williamson® respons will notengage the mog plausble
accounts of externd world skepticism.

Richard Fumerton discusses several problems with Williamson® (P) (Fumerton

2000:629-35). Oneworry Fumertonraisesfor (P) istha it might generate an infinite



regress (Fumerton 2000:631) For example, if one of the appropriate propeties of one3
evidence isknowing tha one3 evidence has some propaty E, then in order to knowthat
one3 evidence possesses E onewould have to know that oneknows one3 evidence has E
and so onad infinitum. 1nresponse, Williamson suggests tha by restricting appropriate
propeties to theintrinsc content of one@ evidence theregressis avoided (Williamson
2000:171). Thisisimportant, notsmply because this shows how Williamson avoidsa
viciousregress, but this respong also reinforces that Williamson takes the appropriate
propeties of one3 evidence to belimited to theintrindc content of one@ evidence. In
other words, any appedl to the extrindc content of one evidence (e.g., theevidence®3
being caused by bengin GC) in (P) is going to bedisastrousfor Williamson® (P)
princple.

Given tha for (P) Williamson mug limit appropriate propeaties to features that
areintrinsc to one3 evidence, the skeptic can use a phenomend coneept of evidence that
establishes sameness of evidence. The phenomend concept of evidence limitsthe
propeties of one3 evidence to theway it appears or seems. One can use testimonial
evidence to illugrate how the phenomend concept of evidence establishes sameness (see
Fumerton 2000:631-32). Consde agroup of alleged eyewitnesses tha uniformly testify
tha some person has committed amurder. (Assume there is no defeating evidence tha
oveturnsthetestimonial evidence: they have no known motive to convict theman on
tria, etc.) Inthis case, we would seem to have good reason to bdieve thepersonis guilty
of murder. When thetestifiers give thar testimony veridically thisis andogousto being

in GC; when thetestifiers give thar testimony falsely thisis andogousto bengin BC.



Now the skeptic can press Williamson with thefollowing question: what are the
different intringc features of one@ evidence (e.g., the dleged eyewitness testimony)
when thetestimony is veridical as oppo®d to when thetestimony isfalse? Theobvious
anawver istha there are nointringc differences between the veridical and false
testimonies. Of course, there are some differences between veridical and false
testimonies. For example, in thecase of veridical testimony, pat of thecause for tha
evidence will indudethe purported event occurring in such away tha thetestifier
witnessed it. But to make this an appropriate property of one3 evidence would indude
an extringc feature, which we have already seen entails disastrousconsequeances when
used in (P). | see no other choice than to condudetha when discerning veridical and
false testimony theintringc features are identical.

After oneconcedes tha theintringc features of testimony are not sufficient to
determine GC from BC, oneis notfar from admitting tha the phenomena concept of
evidence is sufficient for jugtifying the skeptic@ position on sameness of evidence for all
empirical claims. Condder wha one3 evidence isfor any bdief concerning theexternd
world and howtheintringc character would differ from avivid hdludnaory experience.
As| typeonmy computer rightnow, | ingoect thedata given by my empirical senses
regarding the appeaarance of the computer, theroom, the scent of my coffee, and other
features of my experience. What feature (or features) of my evidence indicates that these
experiences conditute a GC or aBC? Presumably, theintringc features of my current
experiences would bethe same (e.g., they would both belike this) whether these
expeiences are pat of aGC oraBC. Certainly the extringc features of my evidence

would be different when these experiences are pat of aBC rathe than a GC, butwe have



seen that extringc differences are off-limits to Williamson® undestanding of appropriate
propetiesin (P). Therefore, the skeptic seems judified in maintaining that thereis
phenomend sameness of evidence.

Thecrux of Williamson® argument agang phenomena sameness presumably is
tha there is some intringc difference between ong8 evidence in GC and BC, buttha the
intringc difference is not always perceptible. To motivate this claim, Williamson uses
his sorites-style argument to demondrate that onemay notbein a postionto determine
what are theintrinsc features of one&3 own evidence. Perhapsin the examples cited
above(i.e, testimony and typing on my computer) there is some subtie intringc feature
of my evidence tha | smply cannotdetect because Williamsonis correct aboutmy
awareness of my own evidence. Maybe Williamson takes the factive state tha partially
conditutes veridical evidence to bean intringc property tha showstheintrindc
differences between evidence in GC and BC. Without some rejoinde to this aspect of
Williamson® argument againg skepticism, his response retains some plausbility.

While | am indined to think tha Williamson® sorites argument is a total failure,’*
it isnot necessary to arguefor this strongclaim to show tha the sorites argumentis no
help to Williamson@® case againg skepticism. One can accept Williamson® sorites
argument, but maintain tha itsimplicationsare nottypical for relevant ingances of our
evidence with skepticism. If Williamson® sorites argument works at al, it seems that it
would only work in situationswhere oneis required to discern differences in evidential
propeties tha changegradudly and infinitesmally across alongpeiodof time. As
many of Williamson@® critics have pointed out, his sorites argument showsN if it shows

anything at alN only that onemay fail in asmall way to discern the appropriate



propeties of one3 own evidence (Fumerton 200Q 634; Conee 2005:449-50; Hawthome
2005:452-44; McGrew and McGrew 2007:chapter 5). Theideaistha Williamson®
sorites argument is only applicable to cases where theintringc appropriate propeaties of
one3 evidence lie on some findy grained continuum. Unfortunaely for Williamson, the
appropriate propeaties of one3 evidence tha would be different in one3 evidence for GC
and BC donotlieonagradud continuum Unlike when an image changes color or when
onegoes fromfeeling cold to warm, there are no gradud stages between bengin GC and
BC. Inorder for Williamson® sorites argument to assist him in his respons to
skepticism, the burden is on him to show how gradud, infinitesmal changesin one3
evidence are applicable to changesin one3 evidence between GC and BC. When it
comes to evidence in GC and BC, the changes donotlie onagraded coninuum Thus
the sorites argument will not hdp him argueaganst skepticism.

What aboutthe possibility tha oneof theintrindc propeties of oneé3 evidence is
its beng condituted by some factive state? Since Williamson takes knowing to be an
unandyzable, factive mental state (see Williamson 2000:23-33), hemight plausbly
apperl to factiveness being an intringc propety of oned evidence. If thisis so, then
Williamsonis not guilty of importing extringc features as propeties for his evidence.
The problem with this moveis that for knowing to countas a mental state, Williamson
condrues mental states broadly such tha features of the world are condituent parts of the
mental state (see Williamson 2000:21-22,47-54). If asimilar moveis consdered to hdp
motivate factiveness as an intringc propety of one3 evidence, then couning this
propety as OntringcOis merely a semantic shift. Clearly, the conditionsunde which

some evidence would possess the propety of factiveness would be entirely causal or
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relationd. So, even if oneclaimstha an intrinsc propaty of one3 evidence dependson
whether it isfactive, there isnoreason to expect this property to be known by ingoecting
the phenomend character of one evidence.

From this discussion of evidence it seems difficult for Williamsonto providea
principled reason to disallow skeptics from usng a phenomenological concept of
evidence. Once the skeptic is alowed to make this move, Williamsonis out of waysto
block the skeptic@ conduson tha phenomenologically one3 evidenceisintrindcally the
samein GC and BC. Williamson@® attempt to reguire the skeptic to use his strong
interpretation of (P) proved to rely on either extrinsic propeties or propeties tha can be
placed on agradud connuum Since therelevant features of one3 propeaties when
assessing externd world skepticism cannotbe defined extringcally or placed on a gradud
scale, Williamson@respons fails to assess skepticism with a concept of evidence that

obtainsin skeptical scenaios

[1.

Despite my criticisms, Williamson® case againg skepticism is actudly quite
reasoneble provided tha oneis notintendingto present arguments tha would refute the
skeptic usng premises the skeptic would accept. Skepticism is adifficult chdlengein
epistemology, and many contempaorary epistemologists (especially among externdists)
find it convenient to ignore skepticism rather than face it head-on? Williamson bravely
attempts to show how his brand of externdism can respondto oneform of skepticism.
Even thoughWilliamson® response to skepticism is unsuccessful, thereis still much to
belearned by studying his approach. Oneway | have argued that Williamson@respons

failsis by defending some form of the skeptic@ claim for sameness of evidence in GC as
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in BC. Some mightsugpect tha granting my defense is a short step to becominga
skepticN a step tha many people would consder unfortunae.

Thiswould be unfortunae only if onethoughttheonly way to rebut skepticism
was to show that one@ evidence is not phenomendly the samein GC asit isin BC.
Broadly congrued, | see two approaches to disprove skepticism. The approach taken by
Williamson chdlenges theinitial premise that one3 evidence seems the same in GC and
BC, but this approach does not dispute thereasoning tha proceedsfrom thisinitial
premise. Theother approach grantstheinitial premise and chdlenges the reasoning tha
proceedsfromit. Themoral to be drawn by thefailure of Williamson®@vaiant attempt to
undeminethe skeptical argumentistha if oneis goingto answer skepticism, themore

promising routeis to question the skeptic@ reasoning.

! My criticisms are similar to thereasoning in (Conee 2005:444-51) and (McGrew and
McGrew 2007:chgpter 5).

2 At onepoint (Williamson 2000:27) Williamson indicates tha ignoiing skepticism is the
best way to avoid finding oneself in need of refuting it.



Works Cited

Conee, Earl (2005) Orhe Comforts of Home.O Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research 70,n0.2: 44451.

Fumerton, Richard (2000. QNilliamson on Skepticism and Evidence.O Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 60,no. 3: 629-35.

Hawthome, John (2005. (Xnowledgeand Evidence.O Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 70,n0. 2: 452-58.

McGrew, Lydiaand Timothy J. McGrew (2007) Internalism and Epistemology: The
Architecture of Reason. New Y ork: Routledge

Williamson, Timothy (2000. Knowledge and Its Limits. New Y ork: Oxford University
Press.



