Moore and Mooreanism

Annalisa Coliva

In this chapter I concentrate on G. E. Moore’s “Proof of an External World”,
 first appeared in 1939. Since then, it has been the object of different and contrasting interpretations and is nowadays at the core of a large debate in epistemology. In §1 I present the paper to place it in its proper context, in §§2-4 I consider some influential interpretations of it. In so doing I assess all of them from a historical point of view, pointing out how they are all somewhat wanting as renditions of Moore’s strategy. Finally, in §5 I put forward my own interpretation of it.
1 Moore’s proof of an external world

Moore’s proof of an external world is often presented without mentioning its original context and, moreover, as if it was directed against skepticism about the external world. However, “Proof of an External World” (PEW) is a long essay divided into two parts. In the first and much longer one, Moore takes his lead from Kant’s famous observation, in the Critique of Pure Reason:
It still remains a scandal to philosophy … that the existence of things outside of us … must be accepted merely on faith, and that, if anyone thinks good to doubt their existence, we are unable to counter his doubts by any satisfactory proof. (Kant 1787: B xxxix )

Moore claims that Kant was not able to give a successful proof of the existence of things outside of us and that his own proof will remedy the situation. However, before presenting it, he introduces a series of terminological distinctions, meant to clarify the meaning of the expression “things outside of us”. According to Moore, the philosophical tradition in general, and Kant in particular, erroneously believe that the following expressions are equivalent:
(A) “things outside of us”;

(B) “external things”;

(C) “things which are external to our minds”;

(D) “things which can be met in space”;

(E) “things presented in space”.

According to Kant, all these locutions are synonymous because they make reference to phenomena as opposed to noumena. The former are necessarily presented in space—the pure form of sensibility that allows us to perceive outer things. In contrast, according to Moore, these expressions are not equivalent because he does not subscribe to Kant’s transcendentalism, either about empirical objects, or about space.
According to Moore, there may be things which are presented in space and yet cannot be met within it. For instance, pains or itches are presented in a part of one’s body, yet cannot be met in space. Moreover, according to Moore, animals’ pains are external to our minds, yet cannot be met in space. Since, for Moore, “physical object” means “an object which exists independently of being perceived by us (human beings)”, he thinks that by giving a proof of the existence of physical objects he will ipso facto prove that there are things which can be met in space and that are external to us. However, this latter claim is prima facie problematical. For Moore himself points out that animals’ pains are external to human minds as we cannot perceive them. Still, it does not follow from this that they are what we intuitively regard as physical objects. Thus, the correct claim is that a physical object is everything that we could perceive, which, however, exists independently of the fact that we actually perceive it. With this clarification in hand, let us now turn to the proof itself.

By holding up his hands in front of himself and in clear view, Moore makes a gesture with the right hand and says:

(1) “Here is a hand”;

then, making the same gesture with the left hand, he says:

(2) “Here is another”;

he then concludes:

(3) “There are at present two human hands”.

Since the conclusion concerns the existence of objects which can be met in space, Moore claims that (3) entails

(4) “There are physical objects”;

and hence, that he has proved

(5) “There is an external world”.

Still, it is clear that an idealist could concede both premises—(1) and (2)—and the conclusion—(3)—and yet deny that that entails that there are physical objects—(4)—, if by “physical object” one meant objects existing independently of being perceived by us. Hence, an idealist would not take Moore’s performance to show the truth of (5).

Moreover, it must be noticed that up to this point nothing has been done to show that the premises are known to be true and are not merely assumed to be such; nor to show that the conclusion of the argument is known. Hence, up to now, Moore’s proof has no bearing whatsoever against skepticism. In fact, some years later, Moore himself maintained, in response to his critics (see RMC: 668), that his proof was directed merely at an idealist and not against a skeptic. For, in his opinion, in order to take issue with a skeptic he should have proved that he knew its premises, and therefore, that he was not dreaming. Yet, Moore himself acknowledged (PEW: 149) that he could not have proved such a thing. For all his evidence would have been compatible with the hypothesis that he might be dreaming of it.

How come that most readers of Moore’s paper have taken his proof as directed at a skeptic?
 Furthermore, given Moore’s explicit pronouncements, is this reading legitimate? In order to answer both these questions, we have to take into consideration the sequel of Moore’s paper where he claims that his proof is a rigorous one because:

(a) the premises are different from the conclusion;

(b) they are known to be true and are not merely believed to be true;

(c) the conclusion really follows from the premises.

For, given (b) and the fact that the inference is valid, it follows that also the conclusion of the argument is known.
 Hence, if it is true that Moore knew that there were two hands, it follows that he also knew that there was an external world and this is clearly an anti-skeptical thesis.

This, however, raises the following issue: how could Moore maintain that he knew that his premises were true, from which it follows that he also knew the conclusion of his argument, while holding that he was unable to prove that he knew them, and that that was necessary in order convincingly to oppose skepticism?

The most charitable interpretation of Moore’s claim, which can also explain the interest Moore’s work stirred in other philosophers such as Wittgenstein, is as follows. If one is a philosopher of common sense, it does not matter how much a skeptic can press one to give a justification for one’s claims to knowledge. Hence, it does not matter if one does not know how one knows that here there are two human hands, or, more precisely (cf. §4), if one cannot  prove that one knows it. For such an ignorance is entirely consistent with the fact that one does know such a thing. In support of this interpretation, consider what Moore in effect writes in PEW:
I certainly did at the moment [in which the proof was given] know that which I expressed by the combination of certain gestures with saying the words “There is one hand and here is another”. (...) How absurd it would be to suggest that I did not know it, but only believed it, and that perhaps it was not the case! (PEW: 146)

I can know things, which I cannot prove; and among things which I certainly did know, even if (as I think) I could not prove them, were the premises of my (…) [proof]. (PEW: 150)
We will come back to this issue in §5. Before doing so, however, let us now turn to some influential interpretations and assessments of Moore’s proof.
2 Thompson Clarke and Barry Stroud: at the origins of contextualism
In the paper “The Legacy of Skepticism” (1972) Thompson Clarke introduced a distinction between plain talk and philosophical talk. In his view, the former is what is produced within all our usual linguistic practices, with their characteristic embedment in non-linguistic activities. The latter, in contrast, is what is produced while doing philosophy. Philosophical talk extrapolates from any ordinary practice and from non-linguistic activities, to consider language in its own right. While in plain talk, the conditions of meaningful discourse are subject to pragmatic constraints—such as relevance, and other forms of appropriateness (see Grice 1957)—in philosophical talk these limitations are removed and words are considered as such. Any well-formed sentence of natural language can be subject to philosophical analysis. A philosophical question, like the skeptical question about the foundations of our knowledge, is formulated within philosophical talk and, according to Clarke, it is perfectly legitimate, since it satisfies a deep intellectual need that is not fulfilled by any of its counterparts in plain talk (Clarke 1972: 292).

Clarke then points out that if Moore’s use is taken to be part of plain talk, it reveals a philosophical lobotomy, since Moore means to oppose philosophical theses. If, in contrast, it is taken as part of philosophical talk, it is dogmatic, since it does not face the skeptical challenge of explaining how he knows that there are two hands where he seems to see them (and consequently, that there is an external world) and simply counters “Because I do”.

Barry Stroud’s interpretation of Moore’s proof closely resembles Clarke’s. However, according to Stroud, Moore’s proof is given within plain talk. If so, it is a good proof, but, obviously, it cannot have any anti-skeptical bearing, since it does not even face the skeptical challenge. From the inside, it is a good proof because it appeals to the greater degree of certainty possessed by the premises of Moore’s argument over the degree of certainty possessed by those premises, which, within plain talk, would be necessary in order to maintain that he may only be dreaming of having two hands. Still, none of this shows that a doubt about Moore’s knowledge of his premises is impossible. Hence, the proof fails to address the philosophical issue and, for this reason, when it is considered from the outside, in the way in which confronting the skeptical challenge requires, it cannot be successful.

Hence, it is possible to doubt from the inside only when there are actual reasons to doubt that p, or when there are stronger reasons to doubt of it than the ones one can produce in favour of one’s claim to know that p. Since, however, with respect to the premises of Moore’s proof there are no such reasons—or at any rate, they are not stronger than the ones in favour of holding those premises—any form of skepticism appears, from the inside, totally misguided.

From the outside, in contrast, any doubt is legitimate, inasmuch as it is possible or conceivable. Thus, it is perfectly right to doubt of the fact that the premises of Moore’s argument be known, because one can raise hypotheses, such as the one from dreaming, that would call into question any supposed instance of sensory based knowledge regarding physical objects. Therefore Moore, by failing to show why a merely possible doubt—like the Cartesian one—is illegitimate or, in effect, no doubt at all, does not address the skeptic, whose challenge is raised at the purely philosophical level. According to Stroud, Moore’s strategy is wanting because it provides no account of why our knowledge from the inside is legitimate and because it offers no diagnosis and solution (or dissolution) of what, in his view, the skeptical mistake would amount to.

This way, Stroud introduces a sort of evaluative lobotomy that, however, can help clarify the relationship between ordinary and philosophical discourse. This, in turn, is, in Stroud’s view, what is really at stake in the debate over skepticism and common sense. From such a perspective, Moore’s proof is interesting because—its failure notwithstanding—it contradicts skepticism while being compatible with it. It contradicts it because it claims that we do have knowledge both of its premises and of its conclusion. Still, it is compatible with it because such a claim is made in a context other than the skeptical one. Similar considerations would apply in the other direction too—that is, skepticism contradicts common sense, yet it is compatible with it.

Hence, on Stroud’s view, Moore’s mistake consists in failing to appreciate that if this is the right description of the relationship between ordinary and philosophical discourse, then his negation of the skeptical thesis cannot be a confutation of skepticism. Thus, “the price of philosophical skepticism’s immunity (…) would be the corresponding immunity of all our ordinary assertions to philosophical attack” (Stroud 1984: 127).

Let us assess Clarke’s and Stroud’s interpretations. In an important letter to Malcolm (LM: 214), Moore claims that he is using the verb “to know” according to its ordinary meaning. Furthermore, he maintains that his use of “I know” in relation to the premises of his proof is meant to engage with his philosophical opponents, contrary to what Stroud says.
 Hence, on the one hand, according to Moore, it is with an ordinary conceptual repertoire that one enters philosophical discourse, contrary to what Clarke claims. On the other, in his view, there is no separation between philosophy and common sense, in such a way that statements respectively made in those different contexts could contradict each other yet somehow be compatible with one another, as opposed to what Stroud holds. These two claims together amount to the view that, according to Moore, the concept of knowledge is not context-sensitive.

Finally, and most importantly, according to Moore’s own understanding of skepticism, the latter arises when the issue of showing how one can know what one claims to know, and thus prove that one does indeed know it, is raised. To ask such a question does not produce a change of context according to Moore. Nor does it show the context-sensitivity of knowledge. On the contrary, it depends on making use of an invariant concept and yet ask a different question. Namely, not whether it is known that p, but, rather, how one can prove that p is known (if indeed it is). Moore, moreover, agrees that he is not able to answer such a question. Yet, as we have repeatedly seen, he refuses to agree with the skeptic that because one cannot answer it, it follows that one does not know that p. This, however, is not simply a dogmatic and unphilosophical position, as Clarke claims.
 Rather, it depends on a specific conception of the relationship between the conditions of knowledge and their obtainment and the possibility of proving that they are in fact the case.
3 Moore and Humean skepticism: Wright’s interpretation of the proof

In a paper titled “Facts and Certainty” (1985) Crispin Wright has put forward another reading of Moore’s proof. According to him, it is important to make explicit the grounds on which Moore claims to know the premises of his proof in the circumstances in which the proof was offered. As is apparent and Moore himself made clear (cf. fn. 10), in those circumstances, the assertion “Here is a hand” was based on his sensory evidence.

According to Wright, if Moore’s grounds are made explicit, it becomes immediately evident why the proof fails. He reconstructs it as follows:
(I) A given proposition describes the salient aspects of my experience at the time in question;

(II) I have a hand;

(III) Therefore, there is an external world.

In fact (I) amounts to saying that there is a proposition which correctly describes the relevant aspects of Moore’s experience in the circumstances in which his proof was given, e.g. “I am perceiving (what I take to be) my hand”. According to Wright, (II) is then inferred from (I) and (III) follows from (II) since a hand is a physical object. Moreover, given that the premises are known, according to Moore, so would be the conclusion.

However, on Wright’s view, it is clear that (I) can ground (II) only if one can already take it for granted that one’s experience is being produced by causal interaction with physical objects. Hence, any sensory experience can warrant a belief about empirical objects only if it is already assumed that there is an external world. However, in order justifiably to go from (I) to (II), one needs already to have a warrant for (III). Hence, the proof is epistemically circular (or question begging). For antecedent and independent warrant for (III) is needed in order to have warrant for (II) in the first place,
 given one’s current sensory experience, as described in (I).
Ironically enough, then, Moore’s proof—on Wright’s understanding of it—rather than being a response to scepticism, instantiates the template of a powerful form of skepticism, that Wright calls “Humean”, as opposed to “Cartesian”. The difference between these two forms of skepticism resides in the fact that while the latter makes play with uncongenial scenarios, such as the hypothesis that one may be the victim of a sustained and lucid dream, whereby one would be systematically unable to tell whether one is dreaming or not, the former does not. From such a starting point, the Cartesian skeptic then claims that for any specific empirical proposition we take ourselves to know on the basis of our sensory experience, it is metaphysically possible that it be produced in a non-standard way. From the impossibility to exclude that this is the case, he takes it to follow that we do not know any such empirical proposition and, as a consequence, that we do not know (III)—that there is an external world.

Humean skepticism, in contrast, merely draws on the kind of epistemic gap between having a certain kind of evidence, and warrantedly forming a belief about a domain which goes beyond the one immediately testified by one’s experience. Inferences such as the (I)-(II)-(III) argument just offered, or indeed inductive inferences—whence the title of “Humean” for this form of scepticism—typically instantiate such a gap. For, in order warrantedly to go from the first premise, which is about one’s sensory experience, to the second, which is about an object whose existence is independent of one’s experience, warrant for the conclusion of the argument—that there is an external world—must be independently available. Since, however, by skeptical lights, there is no way of getting such an independent warrant, the argument fails to provide warrant for its conclusion. Wright calls this phenomenon “failure of transmission of warrant”. For the need of an antecedent warrant for the conclusion in order warrantedly to go from (I) to (II) prevents the warrant one may after all have for (I)—if somehow the skeptic was wrong in claiming that independent warrant for (III) could not be attained—to be transmitted to (II) and thus to (III). That is to say, Moore’s proof cannot give one either a first warrant to believe (III), or further epistemic support for the warrant one might already have to believe it.

If Wright’s reading of Moore’s proof were correct, it would be devastating. For, regardless of Moore’s insistence that despite being unable to prove that he knew his premises he knew them nonetheless and notwithstanding the fact that—given the principle of closure—one would know the conclusion, he may have indeed had the former piece of knowledge, without actually being in a position to acquire knowledge of the conclusion, or indeed somehow enhance it, by running his proof. Interpreted thus, Moore’s proof would simply be no proof whatever of (III)—viz. that there is an external world. For, characteristically, proofs are means which allow us to extend our knowledge from their premises to their conclusions and thus provide us with reasons for first believing them, or else with reasons which enhance our epistemic support for believing them. On Wright’s reading of it, in contrast, Moore’s proof would dramatically fail to do so.
Now, two things are worth pointing out. First, things might be different if Wright’s attack were meant to impugn merely Moore’s ability to redeem his knowledge of (III)—viz. the ability of proving that he did really have it—, as Wright’s more recent discussions of Moore’s proof seem sometimes to suggest (2004: 167, 210-1; 2007), and if this de-coupling could be matched by endorsing an externalist notion of knowledge (and/or warrant). In such a case Moore’s proof could establish that its conclusion is known—since its premises would be—and yet, just as Moore held, fail at proving, against skepticism, that either the premises or the conclusion be known. We will come back to this issue in §4.

Second, Jim Pryor has recently challenged the correctness of Wright’s views upon the structure of empirical warrants. If Pryor were right, it would certainly come as a relief for the proof’s prospects of success. Let us now turn to a discussion of this rejoinder. 

4 Moore’s comeback: Pryor’s dogmatist interpretation
Jim Pryor in “What’s Wrong with Moore’s Argument?” (2004) claims that the proof is fine, from an epistemological point of view. In particular, it does not exhibit failure of warrant transmission. For, on Pryor’s understanding of the structure of perceptual warrants, it suffices, in order to possess such a warrant, merely to have a certain course of experience while lacking any reason to doubt that there may be an external world, at least when perceptually basic beliefs are at stake.
 Hence, there is no need, on his view, to possess an independent warrant for the conclusion of that argument, viz. that there is an external world.

Pryor, however, thinks that although Moore’s proof is perfectly in order from an epistemic point of view, it is not successful against a skeptic. In particular, it is dialectically ineffective for, according to him, a skeptic will think it is (likely) false
 that there is an external world. For such a reason he will not consider Moore’s experience as of a hand in front of him sufficient for warrant of the corresponding empirical belief. Starting with an unwarranted premise—at least by a skeptic’s lights—the proof is not able to confer warrant upon its conclusion and hence to convince a skeptic that there is an external world. Yet, according to Pryor, skeptical doubts are not legitimate. He holds that skepticism is a “disease” we should not catch, or else cure ourselves of (Pryor 2004: 368).

Is this interpretation correct? In fact, Moore never explicitly argued for the view about perceptual warrants that Pryor sees as the key to the proof’s epistemic success. No doubt he made explicit the grounds of his proof—that is, the fact that he believed its premises on the basis of his perceptual evidence. However, he never said that that would be sufficient, by itself, to give one a warrant—or indeed knowledge—of certain propositions about physical objects such as “Here is a hand”. On the contrary, one of the main tenets of Moore’s philosophy of perception is his appeal to sense data. Now, it merits emphasis that any such account would entail a conception of perceptual warrant (and therefore knowledge) as dependent on some extra element beside the occurrence of the sense datum itself—at least unless the latter were taken to be identical with some part or other of a physical object.
 Such an extra element would presumably be the (warranted) assumption that the experience one is having be produced by causal interaction with physical objects.

Indeed in FFS Moore explicitly said that he agreed with Russell that propositions about specific material objects in one’s surroundings are not known immediately, but always on the basis of some “analogical or inductive argument” (FFS: 226). Thus, it is almost certain that he did not endorse in PEW
 the conception of the structure of empirical warrants (or of knowledge) that Pryor proposes.

Moreover, it should be kept in mind that Moore raised the issue of having to prove that he was not dreaming because he realized that that was what stood in the way of his opponent’s recognition that the premises of his proof were known. If so, however, Pryor’s and Moore’s understanding of what would be needed to confront a skeptic would dramatically diverge. For, according to Pryor’s account, it would suffice simply to remind him that in order to possess a perceptual warrant for “Here is a hand” it is enough to have a certain course of experience, when there is in fact no reason to doubt that there is an external world and that the conditions are such that no doubt of that kind is reasonable. In Moore’s view, in contrast, it should be proved that, on those circumstances, such a doubt would be unreasonable. Indeed Moore thought he could make some gesture in that direction, and accordingly said that the grounds for thinking that he might have been dreaming of his hand were weaker than the ones available to him to claim knowledge of his premises, or even totally non-existent.

True, this move is unsuccessful, once coupled with other things Moore says. For, if it is legitimate to distinguish between, on the one hand, knowledge and the conditions of its obtainment and, on the other, the ability to prove that they are satisfied, as Moore claims, and if, as he argues, the skeptical challenge concerns such a proof, merely to insist that one does know that there are hands and that, given one’s evidence, the hypothesis that one may be dreaming is less supported, or even unsupported by it, can’t exclude the metaphysical possibility that it be the case. Hence, Moore did not succeed in proving that he was not dreaming. Accordingly, he also failed to prove that he knew the premises of his proof, contrary to what he thought he should have done in order to counter a skeptic. Still, it is clear that he saw and characterized the skeptical position not as a “disease”, but as a genuine challenge, that arises out of asking a kind of question that cannot be answered by simply exposing the structure of empirical warrants. It is to such a question and to its legitimacy that we shall now turn.
5 Having knowledge and being able to prove that one does
In order to assess Moore’s proof from a historical point of view, we need to consider the issue of the relationship between, on the one hand, having knowledge and the conditions of its obtainment and, on the other, the possibility of proving that those conditions do in fact obtain and thus that one really has that knowledge one takes oneself to have, in such a way as to be able rationally to claim or redeem it. The “How do you know?” kind of question that the skeptic typically asks is meant to raise that issue. Hence, that question, when voiced by a skeptic, is not a simple request of exhibiting the grounds of one’s knowledge. Rather, it is meant as a request of giving a proof of what one claims to know. To exemplify once more with the premises of Moore’s proof, Moore can say that his ground for holding that there is a hand in front of him is his current visual experience. A skeptic, however, is precisely questioning Moore’s ability to prove that his experience is indeed veridical in those circumstances.

Hence, according to Moore, the skeptic holds the following view of the relationship between having knowledge and being able rationally to redeem it:
1) If you cannot show how you know that p—that is, prove that you do know it—, and cannot, therefore, rationally redeem your claim to knowledge, you do not know that p.
Moore, however, thinks that (1) does not hold, because he was in fact endorsing a somewhat externalist conception of knowledge. The caveat is apposite because he never proposed anything that would suggest his leaning towards one of the views that, later on, would have been qualified as externalist—let it be reliabilism, relevant alternative theories, counterfactual analyses, etc. Still, he introduced a kind of move, which would then become the typical externalist manoeuvre, i.e. the contention that one can know that p even if one is unable to prove that one does.

The evidence in Moore’s writings that he would deny (1) is plenty.
 For instance, in PEW, he quite explicitly said that neither he nor anyone else may have been able to prove the truth of his premises:

[If what is required is a general proof for the existence of physical objects], (t)his, of course, I haven’t given; and I do not believe it can be given: if that is what is meant by proof of the existence of external things, I do not believe that any proof of the existence of external things is possible. (PEW: 149)

Yet, he was adamant that such an impossibility would not have impaired the fact that he did know them. To repeat the relevant quotation:

I can know things which I cannot prove; and among the things which I certainly did know, even if (as I think) I could not prove them, were the premises of my (…) [proof]. (PEW: 150)

In the recent literature on scepticism, it is often remarked that if one makes this kind of move, one will then face some “crisis of intellectual conscience” or “angst”.
 That is to say, it is conceded that one may know that p, even if one is unable to prove it. Yet, one would not be able to reassure oneself that one does. Skepticism, on this reading, would not directly challenge one’s knowledge but, rather, one’s ability rationally to redeem it. Hence, skepticism would not be characterized by (1), but by:
2) If you cannot show how you know that p—that is prove that you know it—, and cannot therefore, rationally redeem your claim to knowledge, you may know that p, but you cannot reassure yourself of it.
Thus, skepticism brings about an “intellectual crisis”, at least prima facie, because, even supposing that through a gift of nature, as it were, we knew that p, we would also feel the intellectual need to be able to prove that we really do.

The problem then becomes that of explaining the sources and legitimacy of this intellectual need. The issue is subtle, yet of the utmost epistemological and meta-epistemological significance. In particular, a supporter of this view will have to claim that we have just an externalist notion of knowledge—which makes us hold that we know that p even if we cannot say how—and then a sort of self-reflective spontaneous attitude which forces us to look for an explanation of how that knowledge may have come about. Skepticism would thus be due to such a deeply-rooted human attitude. Yet, it would have no bearing on whether we possess knowledge. One may then try to explain why, adaptively, it would be useful for us to have such an attitude; by saying, for instance, that it forces us to make inquiries, which sometimes show that we do not really know what we thought we knew. Hence, that attitude prevents us from indulging in mistakes. Moreover, such inquiries into the sources of our knowledge may actually increase it, by providing an explanation of how it comes about. A case in point, which exemplifies both aspects, is that of chicken sex tellers. For, by inquiring into their ability, it was discovered that it is based on the operations of the sense of smell and, thereby, the incorrect belief that it depended on sight and touch was removed. One may then say that the price to pay, its advantages notwithstanding, is that at times such a self-reflective attitude gets in the way of our recognition of our real epistemic status and makes us worry when there is no need to. The circumstances in which Moore claimed to know that there was a hand where he seemed to see it would just be an example of this down-side of our self-reflective attitude. For clearly he knew that there was a hand in what appeared to be cognitively optimal conditions. Yet, if our self-reflective attitude kicks in and demands that we provide a proof of the fact that those are indeed optimal conditions, how could we accomplish such a task? We could only set into operation the same cognitive faculties in the same kind of optimal conditions for which the problem of how we could prove them to be reliable and optimal respectively, was raised. Hence, we would be caught up in a circle, which would prevent us from being able to prove that we know what we take ourselves to know.

Faced with this charge, an externalist could either insist and say that, provided one does know that here is one’s hand, one would also be able to prove, via (successive steps of something like) Moore’s proof, that one does know that one’s sense organs are working reliably, that one is not dreaming and so forth. Surely, we will not be able to settle the issue against an opponent that doubts that our sense organs are working reliably, that we are not victims of lucid and sustained dreams, etc., because such an opponent would not concede that we know that there is a hand in the first place. Yet, this is simply a dialectical failure that does not impugn our knowledge. Furthermore, an externalist should notice that the skeptic would raise a doubt that, on closer inspection, is illegitimate because it would be grounded on a mistaken conception of knowledge.

Alternatively, an externalist could concede that we do have knowledge but cannot actually prove that we know that our sense organs are working reliably and that we are not victims of lucid and sustained dreams. Moreover, he could recommend that we had better tame our self-reflective attitude whenever its setting into motion would get in our way by raising challenges that cannot, in principle, be met. Nevertheless, both kinds of explanation would also have a meta-epistemological consequence: that of casting doubt—albeit for different reasons—on the legitimacy of the skeptical challenge.

In my view, Moore somehow anticipated, in many respects, the kind of approach that epistemic externalists have developed after him. He did not offer a diagnosis of why the skeptical challenge would be illegitimate by the lights of an externalist epistemologist, though. This may explain both why he was criticized by his contemporaries, who were rooted in an internalist conception of knowledge, and why, also nowadays, quite independently of one’s epistemological preferences, which may even go in that very same direction, one may find Moore’s strategy somewhat unconvincing. Yet, it is obvious that he had the great merit of initiating the kind of epistemology that is nowadays dominant.
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� A longer version of this chapter, titled “Skepticism and Knowledge: Moore’s Proof of an External World” has appeared in M. Beaney (ed.) 2013, Oxford Handbook for the History of Analytic Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


� It is impossible to do justice to all G. E. Moore’s epistemological writings in the space allotted. For a fuller analysis, See Coliva (2010a: chapter 1).


� Alternatively, if by “physical objects” one meant something compatible with idealist theses, such as objects that afford the possibility of occurrent perceptions, (4) would follow, but not (5), if by “external world” one meant a world populated by objects that exist independently of being perceived by us. Obviously, since Moore has painstakingly defined “physical object” and “external world”, the alternative reading just presented is not the intended reading of Moore’s proof, as he himself made clear in “A Reply to My Critics” (RMC: 669-70).


� A notable exception is Sosa (2007: 52).


� Unless one denied the principle of closure for knowledge—according to which, if you know that p and you know that p entails q, you know that q—as Dretske (1970) and Nozick (1981) did. Moore, however, never proposed such a thing.


� Stroud’s claims are dubious. For, if “knowledge” is context sensitive in the way proposed, there would be no real contradiction between skepticism and common sense, because, in order to have a contradiction, p should be both known and not known in the same context.


� For a similar objection to Stroud’s interpretation of Moore, see McGinn (1989: chapter 3).


� Travis (1989: 165-6), who is sympathetic to Moore’s claim that he knows the premises of his proof, and who supports contextualism about knowledge ascriptions, recognizes this point and deems it the source of the failure of Moore’s anti-skeptical strategy.


� McGinn (1989: 49-53) rightly notes that Moore is directly engaging with skepticism and is not confining his claims to knowledge merely to ordinary contexts. Yet, she herself shares the view that he is dogmatic and somewhat unphilosophical, because he fails to diagnose what is wrong with skepticism.


� That Moore was basing his claim on his available evidence may appear obvious, but it is not within the historiography on the proof. For it has been denied that Moore made explicit the criterion on the basis of which he could assert his premises. See Malcolm (1949); Stroll (1994: 50-2) and Sosa (2007).


� Since warrant is a necessary condition for having knowledge, on the tripartite conception of knowledge, and nowhere does Moore impugn the tripartite account, lack of such a warrant would impugn one’s alleged knowledge, also by Moore’s lights. Thus, the fact that Wright is talking about warrant while Moore talks of knowledge, though certainly inaccurate from a historical point of view, makes no substantial difference from a conceptual one.


� Cf. Wright (1985), (2004), Coliva (2008), (2010b).


� These qualifications are important in order to clarify the difference between “transmission failure” and the failure of the principle of closure for epistemic operators (cf. fn. 4).


� “Here is a hand” would be such a perceptually basic belief. If one found this claim odd, Pryor would allow substituting it with “Here is a pinkish expense”. I am not sure whether Moore himself would be happy with that substitution. Nevertheless, the important point (for both) is that perceptually basic beliefs would be about physical objects.


� This is indeed a contentious rendition of the skeptical position, for a skeptic is no idealist! Rather, on the basis of philosophical arguments he holds an agnostic position and, in particular, that it cannot be warrantedly believed either that there is an external world, or that that there is not. See Coliva (2008), (2010b).


� A view that Moore considered and rejected in (DCS: iv).


� But it should be kept in mind that Moore wrote FFS in between 1940 and 1944, thus after PEW.


� See fn. 5-6.


� Sosa (2007: 50) concurs with this appraisal.


� The former phrase is Wright’s (2004: 167, 210-11); the latter is Pritchard’s (2005); similar remarks have been made by Stroud (1994).


� For a discussion and different appraisals of these forms of “bootstrapping” arguments, see Sosa (1994), Cohen (2002), (2005), Vogel (2000), (2008).
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