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Chapter
Three

KNOWLEDGE AND SKEPTICISM

You think you are seeing these words, but could you not be hallu-
cinating or dreaming or having your brain stimulated to give you the
experience of seeing these marks on paper although no such thing is
before you? More extremcly, could you not be floating in a tank
while super-psychologists stimulate your brain electrochemically to
produce exactly the same experiences as you are now having, or
even to produce the whole sequence of experiences you have had in.
your lifetime thus far? If one of these other things was happening,
your experience would be exactly the same as it now is. So how can
you know none of them is happening? Yet if you do not know these
possibilities don’t hold, how can you know you are reading this book
now? If you do not know you haven’t always been floating in the
tank at the mercy of the psychologists, how can you know anything—
what your name is, who your parents were, where you come from?

The skeptic argues that we do not know what we think we do.
Even when he leaves us unconverted, he leaves us confused. Grant-
ing that we do know, how can weP Given these other possibilities he
poses, how is knowledge possible? In answering this question, we
do not seek to convince the skeptic, but rather to formulate hypoth-
eses about knowledge and our connection to facts that show how
knowledge can exist even given the skeptic’s possibilities. These hy-
potheses must reconcile our belief that we know things with our be-
lief that the skeptical possibilities are logical possibilities.
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EPISTEMOLOGY

Are the skeptic’s possibilities indeed logically possible? Imagine
reading a science fiction story in which someone is raised from birth
floating in a tank with psychologists stimulating his brain. The story
could go on to tell of the person’s reactions when he is brought out of
the tank, of how the psychologists convince him of what had been
happening to him, or how they fail to do so. This story is coherent,
there is nothing self-contradictory or otherwise impossible about it.
Nor is there anything incoherent in imagining that you are now in
this situation, at a time before being taken out of the tank. To ease
the transition out, to prepare the way, perhaps the psychologists will
give the person in the tank thoughts of whether floating in the tank is
possible, or the experience of reading a bogk that discusses this pos-
sibility, even one that discusses their easing his transition. (Free will
preseats no insuperable problem for this possibility. Perhaps the
psychologists caused all your experiences of choice, including the

feeling of freely choosing; or perhaps you do freely choose to act.

while they, cutting the effector circuit, continue the scenario from

there.)
Some philosophers have attempted to demonstrate there is no such

coherent possibility of this sort.* However, for any reasoning that
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ENOWLEDGE AND SKEPTICISM

purports to show this skeptical possibility cannot occur, we can imag-
inc the psychologists of our science fiction story feeding it to their
tank-subject, along with the (inaccurate) feeling that the reasoning is
cogent. So how much trust can be placed in the apparent cogency of
an argument to show the skeptical possibility isn’t coherent?

The skeptic’s possibility 'is a logically coherent one, in tension
with the existence of (almost all) knowledge; so we seek a hypothesis
to explain how, cven given the skeptic’s possibilities, knowlec%g_e is

possible.
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