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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to get clear on how we should think about Mooreanism.
I will argue that Mooreanism is best understood as a metaphilosophical response to
skepticism rather than a particular position on specialized debates in first-order epis-
temology. This ecumenical understanding of Mooreanism implies that a broad array
of epistemologists is free to be Moorean. In Sect. 2 I discuss several non-Moorean
responses to skepticism. In Sect. 3 I provide an exposition of Mooreanism itself. In
Sect. 4 I show that most epistemologists are free to be Mooreans. This is important
for the following reason: to the extent that we want a non-concessive reply to the
skeptic — rather than a reply that is partially or potentially concessive — we should be
highly attracted to Mooreanism.
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1 Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to get clear on how we should think about Moorean-
ism and to offer up for our consideration an ecumenical understanding of Moore-
anism. Mooreanism, I think, is best understood as a metaphilosophical response to
skepticism rather than a particular position on specialized debates in first-order epis-
temology. Thus, we should not identify Mooreanism with liberalism in the episte-
mology of perception, nor with the view that Moore’s proof of the external world
doesn’t suffer from transmission failure. These very specialized, local conceptions
of Mooreanism are problematic for two reasons. First, they fail to capture the com-
monsensist metaphilosophy at the heart of Moore’s response to radical skepticism.
Second, they imply that it is very easy and relatively uncostly to reject Mooreanism.
I offer here, in place of these understandings, a conception of Mooreanism as a com-
monsensist metaphilosophy. This ecumenical understanding of Mooreanism implies
that a broad array of epistemologists is free to be Moorean. In Sect. 2 I discuss
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several non-Moorean responses to skepticism. In Sect. 3 and its various subsections
I provide a lengthy exposition of Mooreanism itself.

The upshot of all the foregoing is twofold. First, we will gain a much clearer pic-
ture of just exactly what Mooreanism really is; second, we will see that very many
philosophers, with very many different views, are free to be Mooreans. This latter
point is philosophically important and not simply terminological. As we will see
shortly, responses to radical skepticism can be divided into four categories: conces-
sive, partially concessive, potentially concessive, and non-concessive, this latter
being the Moorean response. Insofar as one wants a non-concessive response, and
insofar as right thinking about skepticism demands such a response, Mooreanism
emerges as the best, maybe the only, choiceworthy option on this menu. It’s not as
though we have a bunch of good non-concessive responses to skepticism, Moorean-
ism being just one option among others. In this sense, most of us should be Moore-
ans, whether we want to or not. That is, we should all agree on the fundamental
Moorean point that the controversial philosophical principles needed by the skeptic
are rationally inferior to the truths of commonsense and thus should be rejected for
that reason; having agreed on this, we are free to disagree about why the skeptic’s
argument fails and what the proper requirements are for positive epistemic statuses
like justification and knowledge.

2 Non-Moorean Responses to Skepticism

Arguments for radical skepticism have seemingly plausible premises but implausible
conclusions. We may distinguish four sorts of replies to such skepticism: concessive,
partially concessive, potentially concessive, non-concessive. The concessive reply
is represented by skepticism itself, an option most of us won’t be very congenial
to — most of us are quite partial to the idea that we know we have hands. I would
wager that most of us function like Mooreans here, implicitly accepting the basic
Moorean point that the controversial philosophical principles needed by the skeptic
are rationally inferior to the truths of commonsense and thus should be rejected for
that reason.

Three examples of partially concessive replies to skepticism are denying closure,
contextualism, and contrastivism. One premise in the brain-in-a-vat (BIV) skepti-
cal argument says that S can know that S has hands only if S can know that S is not
envatted; this is an instance of the closure principle that S can know that P and that
P entails Q only if S can know that Q.! Closure deniers reject this, arguing that I can
know I have hands even if I can’t know that I’'m not envatted.” Closure denial is a

! To be envatted is to be a brain in a vat. As Steup (2011:105) explains, “If you are a brain in a vat, your
brain was removed from your skull and is kept alive, floating in a vat. The nerve endings of your brain
are stimulated in such a way that you have exactly the sort of experiences you would have if you had a
normal body and were enjoying a normal life.”.

2 For a denial of closure, see Dretske (2005).
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partially concessive response in that it retains mundane hands-knowledge but con-
cedes that we lack anti-skeptical knowledge.’

A second partially concessive response is represented by contextualism. Contex-
tualism is the view that the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions vary with the
ascriber’s context. On this view, the ascriber’s context determines what the stand-
ards for knowledge are in that context. Applied to BIV skepticism, contextualism
says that in mundane contexts the ascriptive statement “S knows that she has hands”
is true, and this because S’s reasons for thinking she has hands are sufficient to
meet the standards associated with the word “knowledge” which are operative in
mundane contexts. However, in the skeptical context the standards associated with
“knowledge” are higher, and here ordinary reasons no longer cut it, hence in the
skeptical context the ascriptive claim that “S knows that she has hands” would be
false. Contextualism is a partially concessive response to radical skepticism because
it tells us that sometimes the claim “S know that S has hands” (made by a handed
person who sees her hands) is true and sometimes it isn’t.*

A third partially concessive reply to radical skepticism is the contrastivist one.
Contrastivism says that knowledge is a three-place (ternary) relation rather than a
two-place (binary) relation. That is, whenever S knows that P, S knows P rather than
some contrast proposition Q.7 This opens up the possibility that S knows P rather
than Q but not P rather than R. And this is exactly how contrastivism handles the
problem of BIV skepticism. The contrastivist says that I know I have hands rather
than stumps but insists that I don’t know I have hands rather than vat-images of
hands. Contrastivism is a partially concessive reply because it retains hands-knowl-
edge but gives up anti-skeptical knowledge.

A potentially concessive reply to skepticism is something we can call “hyper-
rationalism.” Hyper-rationalists deny that we can use the Moorean truths of com-
monsense to rule out the skeptic’s argument. They pride themselves on being prop-
erly philosophical and chide Mooreans for being un-philosophical. Their approach
to skepticism says that we cannot reject the skeptic’s argument unless we can give a
successful philosophical argument against her premises. Stroud (2000), for instance,
betrays a kind of hyper-rationalism when he says that skepticism beats common
sense “hands down” regarding the “philosophical question of the possibility of
knowledge,” accusing Moore of a mere assertion of common sense that betrays a
“kind of uncomprehending dogmatism” (29); for Stroud, Moore’s commonsensism

3 One problem with denying closure is that it allows “abominable conjunctions” such as that T know I
have hands, but I don’t know that I'm not a handless BIV or I know the Easter Bunny doesn’t exist, but
I don’t know that I’'m not being deceived by the Easter Bunny. The phrase “abominable conjunction”
comes from DeRose (1995). The Easter Bunny example comes from Steup (2011).

4 My characterization of contextualism follows Cohen (1999, 2008, 2014). Later in the paper I will com-
plicate the claim made here about contextualism by discussing the possibility of a Moorean contextual-
ism.

5 As Schaffer (2004:77) notes, “this implies that all knowledge ascriptions contain a syntactically real
contrast variable q in their logical forms.”.

6 My characterization of contrastivism, and the example of hands rather than stumps vs. hands rather
than hand-images, comes from Schaffer (2004).
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is “unsatisfying philosophically” (30). Technically, skeptics would be hyper-ration-
alists who say that there is no such argument. Some, perhaps most, hyper-rational-
ists, however, will not be skeptics because they think there is a good philosophical
argument against skepticism. Many of those philosophers who reject Mooreanism
do so, I suspect, because they are hyper-rationalists. The Moorean differs from the
hyper-rationalist in thinking that we can use commonsense truths to rule out the
skeptic’s premises — even if we cannot philosophically diagnose and respond to the
skeptic’s error. For the Moorean, the epistemic propriety of rejecting the skeptic’s
argument does not depend on having a successful philosophical argument against
the skeptic. The Moorean looks askance at the hyper-rationalist’s repeated insistence
that her commonsense beliefs are in epistemic jeopardy until and unless they can be
redeemed by an anti-skeptical philosophical counter-argument. As Bergmann (2006)
says, in a similar context, the skeptic’s insistence that we can retain our mundane
commonsense knowledge only if we can philosophically answer the skeptical chal-
lenge “is an indication of a philosophical temperament gone awry” (236).

Does Mooreanism’s incompatibility with hyper-rationalism imply that, on the
Moorean view, commonsense beliefs are totally immune to skeptical arguments?
For two reasons it does not. First, Mooreans are generally happy to allow that at
least some items of commonsense can be overturned by scientific arguments; what
they insist on is that they cannot be overturned by mere philosophical arguments
(more on this later). Second, Mooreanism is compatible with the following idea: if
S thinks that her belief B in commonsense proposition P has been defeated by philo-
sophical skeptical argument A, or if S can’t say whether or not B has been defeated
by A, then B has been defeated. What the Moorean will say about this is that B has
been defeated only because S made the following mistake: she overestimated A’s
epistemic credentials whilst underestimating P’s epistemic credentials. If she had
appraised her epistemic situation correctly, she would’ve seen that P is epistemically
superior to A.

I make no attempt here to argue against the partially and potentially conces-
sive replies. I have brought them up for two reasons. First, I think that one can best
understand the Moorean view by situating it in its proper epistemological context,
which is alongside competing responses to skepticism. Second, I think that one can
best appreciate the merits of the Moorean view by seeing what its competitors say to
the skeptic.” Because our partially and potentially concessive responses are conces-
sive they are less than ideal responses to skepticism. What we should like, I think, is
a response to skepticism that is more robust, one that preserves both mundane hands
knowledge and anti-skeptical knowledge. If we cannot get a robust, non-concessive
reply then we shall, perhaps, have to make do with one of these other replies. One
advantage of Mooreanism over these partially and potentially concessive replies is
that it is a robust, non-concessive reply to skepticism.

7 As Pryor (2004:356) notes, one way we can defend our own favored response to skepticism is by
“highlighting how unconvincing other answers to skepticism are.”.
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3 Mooreanism
3.1 Mooreanism'’s Two Theses

According to Mooreanism, there is a class of commonsense propositions that are
known by almost all normal, cognitively mature, properly functioning human cog-
nizers and enjoy the following epistemic status: we have more reason to believe
them than we do to believe the conjunction of a philosophical skeptical argument to
the contrary. Call this the “Commonsense Thesis” (CT). Also according to Moore-
anism, in virtue of CT we can use our knowledge of these commonsense proposi-
tions to provide a rational basis for rejecting (conjunctions of) skeptical premises.®
Call this the “Transmission Thesis” (TT). Mooreanism, understood as a common-
sense metaphilosophy, is the conjunction of CT and TT.’

Philosophers refer to the things the Moorean thinks are safe from the skeptic’s
premises in a variety of ways. Lemos (2004) refers to them as “‘common sense prop-
ositions,” Kelly (2005) as “Moorean facts,” and Armstrong (2006) as ‘“Moorean
truths.” One of the most important things to note about CT and TT is the relation-
ship between them: namely, that it is the superior epistemic status of the Moorean
truths (CT) which allows us to reason from them to the negation of the conjunc-
tion of the skeptic’s premises (TT). We need to follow Lemos (2004:6—14) here by
underscoring, as he does, that Moorean truths have their anti-skeptical powers by
virtue of their epistemic status rather than by virtue of their popularity or ubiquity.
Merely being widely known is not what makes a proposition a Moorean fact. First,
some Moorean facts might not be widely known; second, not all of our knowledge
is on the same epistemic level. Moorean facts are those we have an especially strong
justification for, strong enough to swamp whatever justification we might also have
for skeptical arguments to the contrary. It is because we have more justification for

8 My Mooreanism is very similar to Bergmann’s Commonsensism (2012:10): “Commonsensism: the
view that (a) it is clear that we know many of the most obvious things we take ourselves to know (this
includes the truth of simple perceptual, memory, introspective, mathematical, logical, and moral beliefs)
and that (b) we also know (if we consider the question) that we are not in some skeptical scenario in
which we are radically deceived in these beliefs.”.

° A referee points out that my conception of Mooreanism or commonsensism builds in the idea that
commonsense propositions are known, and that this is potentially too commissive. After all, couldn’t a
Moorean get by with saying, in less committal fashion, that the truths of commonsense are more justi-
fied for us than are skeptical arguments to the contrary? This is a fair point and so two quick replies
are in order. First, anyone who is sympathetic to the Moorean point of view but also nervous about the
knowledge claim is free to substitute, for a sentence like “S’s knowledge that she has hands is immune
to skeptical defeat by way of philosophical argumentation,” a sentence like “The proposition that S has
hands has more going for it, epistemically speaking, than does a philosophical skeptical argument to the
effect that S is not justified in believing she has hands.” Indeed, I will often speak this way myself. On
my view, in any normal situation in which S is not a Gettier victim, S will know that she has hands, in
spite of being aware of philosophical skeptical arguments to the contrary, in virtue of the fact that she has
far more justification to believe that she has hands than she does to believe in the skeptic’s premises (sup-
posing, obviously, that S’s belief that she has hands satisfies the other conditions on knowledge). Second,
it seems to me that although Mooreans could get by with the less commissive way of putting their point,
i.e. to speak in terms of justification or rationality rather than in terms of knowledge, they often do artic-
ulate and cash out the view in the more commissive way, in terms of knowledge.
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Moorean truths than we do for conjunctions of skeptical premises that we can reject
the latter on the basis of the former. Thus, when there is a conflict between the con-
junction of the skeptic’s premises and a Moorean truth, it is more rational to stick
with the Moorean truth and reject the skeptical conjunction.'®

3.2 More on Moorean Facts

To get a better grip on Mooreanism we need to say something about Moorean facts
or truths, what Lemos calls “common sense propositions” — these things it is more
rational for us to believe than it is for us to believe the conjunction of the skeptic’s
premises. Clearly, Mooreans stand in the commonsense tradition in philosophy, a
tradition that includes Reid, Moore, Chisholm, and many others.!' T will not here
attempt to give a definition of commonsense propositions, but I should like to give
some examples and then say some things about them.'? In terms of examples, con-
sider the following partial list, originally from Reid and Moore and nicely distilled
and paraphrased by Boulter (2007:29-30).

1. There are in the Universe an enormous number of material objects (e.g. our
bodies, other people, animals, plants, stones, mountains, rivers, seas, planets,
tables, chairs, etc.).

2. Human beings have minds inasmuch as we have a variety of mental states,
including acts of consciousness. We see, hear, feel, remember, imagine, think,
believe, desire, dislike, will, love and so on.

3. Material objects can and do exist when we are not conscious of them.

4. My well-functioning memory is reliable if not infallible when concerned with
recent events.

5. By attentive reflection a man can have a clear and certain knowledge of the
operations of his own mind.

6. Moral judgments are true or false.

Boulter adds that it is also part of commonsense sense to say that we know
propositions such as (1) — (6) to be true. Other examples of commonsense are
not hard to find; consider the following:

7. Dogs are not made of glass.

10T should point out that Mooreanism does not include the view that knowing that P allows one to sim-
ply ignore evidence against P. I agree with Baumann (2013) that knowledge doesn’t imply this kind of
license. Baumann’s view is that knowing that P is compatible with ceasing to inquire whether P but also
that this ceasing is compatible with a requirement to check whether P if you are presented with a reason
R against P. Again, a Moorean can accept all this. The Moorean addition to this would be that when P is
a commonsense proposition and R is a philosophical argument, this checking will favor P over R.

1 See Lemos (2004) for an explication and defense of the commonsense tradition. Other book-length
defenses can be found in Rescher (2005) and Boulter (2007). Boulter (2018) argues that commonsensism
was also the metaphilosophy of the Scholastics.

12 Huemer (2001:33) suggests that we can define “common sense beliefs” as those that “have the highest
initial plausibility of all beliefs.” I think that commonsense beliefs do have this kind of plausibility, but I
don’t here take a position on whether we should define them in this way.
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8. Thave hands.

9. There are other human beings.
10. Rocks can’t do calculus.
11. Nothing can be a square and a circle.
12. Newborns can’t run marathons.

I would also add, in line with Boulter and many other commonsensists, that it is
part of commonsense that we know (7) — (12) to be true; or, if that knowledge claim
is too strong, then I would say at least that we have more justification to believe (7)
— (12) than we do to believe the premises of any skeptical philosophical argument to
the contrary.

I will now make a few cursory remarks on Moorean facts. These are commissive,
in a sense — though minimally so, in my view — and might even be too commissive
for someone attracted to a more minimalist kind of Mooreanism, or to a Moorean-
ism which is commissive in different ways. Readers who find the previous exam-
ples sufficient and the following remarks unnecessarily commissive are free to, as
it were, delete these cursory remarks from Mooreanism as they conceive of it (or,
alternatively, to supplement the examples with their own different commitments).

Moorean facts, though readily accessible to “the vulgar” — and thus not too com-
plicated — need not be widely held. What percentage of the world’s population
believes that you have hands? Nor need Moorean facts be psychologically irresist-
ible (though perhaps many are): a philosophical argument might persuade someone
to give up belief in a Moorean proposition, though this would be an epistemological
mistake, according to Mooreanism. Moorean facts do not necessarily include any-
thing anyone might think of as a matter of commonsense; thus, that heavier objects
fall faster than lighter objects is not a matter of commonsense. The fact that some-
thing is widely believed in a given culture or society is not, by itself, enough to make
it a Moorean truth.'> Moorean facts concern the common affairs of ordinary life,
not the “expertise-admitting” (Nicholas Rescher’s phrase) domains of physics, eco-
nomics, neuroscience, and so on.'* Moorean facts will typically be things that are
believed in the basic way, i.e. noninferentially. However, we shouldn’t rule out the
possibility of an inferentially believed Moorean fact.!> And Moorean facts, though
typically believed in the basic way, can be argued for, it’s just that in the typical

13 As Bergmann (2008:62) says, “We tend to classify as ‘common-sense beliefs’ beliefs that are peculiar
to our own culture or upbringing. Reid does not — or at least does not want to. His intention is to include
only propositions that almost everyone believes (and knows) non-inferentially — things that are immedi-
ately accepted by sane persons once considered and understood.”.

14" As Rescher (2005:37) nicely puts this point, “The structure of the-earth-as-a-whole, the material
composition of the moon, and the causative basis of sea-storms all represent issues that transcend the
resources of common sense as we here understand it. None of these are matters which figure patently in
the common experiences of great masses of peoples.”.

15 According to Rescher (2005:24), “even if reasoning is involved...the matter can still be one of com-
mon sense provided that the reasoning is sufficiently obvious that its availability is effectively universal.”.
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case this needn’t be done, the reason being that the premises of the argument for a
Moorean truth would be less obviously true than the Moorean truth itself.'®
Moorean propositions can be necessary truths (e.g. 1+ 1=2) or contingent (e.g.
I have hands) — and a priori or a posteriori, as the parenthetical examples show.
Though Moorean truths need not be widely held, as I indicated above, many will be.
Many believe, for instance, that there are other minds and that 1+ 1=2. Moorean
truths may not be uttered very often, mainly because uttering them would commu-
nicate that which everyone already knows, the taken-for-granted truths of ordinary
life. If we think, with Audi (1999), of a self-evident truth as a truth that one comes to
know just on the basis of understanding it, then we can say that some Moorean facts
will be self-evident, but others won’t. Moorean truths can be singular propositions
(e.g. Harry is a human) or general propositions (e.g. rape is bad). And, as the sec-
ond parenthetical example in the last sentence (i.e. rape is bad) indicates, Moorean
facts can be evaluative or non-evaluative (e.g. I am not made of glass), though this
is controversial of course.!” Moorean facts, when not explicitly acknowledged, will
be things we nearly always take for granted, such as that material objects continue to
exist when unperceived by us. They are things we are disposed to believe, things we
would readily assent to were they to be brought before the mind’s eye — things we do
assent to when they are brought before the mind’s eye. The denial of a Moorean fact
will come off as absurd, and even those who profess to deny them will (typically, at
least) act as if they believe that they are true. In fact, we may often find ourselves
questioning the cognitive competence of those who don’t believe Moorean truths:
something has clearly gone wrong, epistemically speaking, with someone who
affirms that she no longer exists.'® Importantly, Moorean facts have more going for
them, epistemically speaking, than the conjunction of the skeptic’s premises.'” We
might say, with Rescher (2005), that Moorean truths are, due to their solid epistemic
status, “beyond reasonable doubt” (29). Because of this, we can say that Moorean
truths should be accepted, in the normal case, even if, for some strange reason, they
aren’t widely accepted. Finally, Moorean truths — or some of them, at least — though
epistemically superior to the skeptic’s premises, are not infallible or immune from

16 As Rescher (2005:33-34) puts it, “The fact that common-sense beliefs are obvious and evident means
that they do not require further substantiation because no substantiating consideration could be markedly
more evident and unquestionable than that belief itself.”.

17 For a defense of evaluative Moorean facts, see Lemos (2020) and Fuqua (forthcoming).

18 This example, and the point it is meant to illustrate, come from Rescher (2005:22, 27).

19" As Rescher (2005: 90) puts it, “we are well advised to concede the credibility of common-sense teach-
ings not because we happen to like them but because there are good reasons for doing so.” In the fourth
chapter of his (2005) Rescher makes the interesting point that accepting commonsense propositions is
the best way to make progress in the “project of inquiry” (98). If we don’t deign to accept commonsense
propositions until we have come up with an independent validation of them, we shall be hamstrung in
our attempt to get at the truth — this seems to be his idea. He calls this the “functional rationale for rely-
ing on common sense” (99), but it is clear that this functional rationale is a kind of epistemic reason: the
most efficient way of getting truth is to proceed by accepting commonsense propositions until we’ve got
a reason not to.

@ Springer



Philosophia (2021) 49:2019-2040 2027

any refutation whatsoever: they can be defeated.? I could, for example — in the man-
ner of Neo from the Matrix movies — get excellent evidence that the external world
as I have known it is an illusion, though this is quite unlikely (more on this below).?!

3.3 Mooreanism is Metaphilosophical

Mooreanism so understood is a metaphilosophical claim that can be endorsed by
epistemologists who have different views about such things as the nature of justi-
fication and the proper resolution of the Gettier problem.?” As I will discuss later
on, the metaphilosophical nature of Mooreanism is not always recognized by episte-
mologists, some of whom identify Mooreanism with other, first-order epistemologi-
cal claims. Metaphilosophically understood, Mooreanism says that commonsense
propositions (of the sort outlined in the previous subsection) are more plausible than
skeptical premises to the contrary and hence that it wouldn’t be rational to abandon
the former in favor of the latter; hence, when doing philosophy we should regard
commonsense truths as data to accommodate and explain. Lemos (2004:7) notes
the way that Mooreans often respond when faced with a skeptical argument that
runs counter to a commonsense proposition: “(1) P is a common sense proposition
that I and many others know. (2) Theory T implies that P is false. (3) Therefore,
Theory T is false or unreasonable.” Strictly speaking, of course, Lemos’s specific
argument strategy here, though common in Moorean circles, is not necessary for the
pairwise plausibility comparison between Moorean facts and skeptical premises to
the contrary.”> The heart of the Moorean reply to skepticism is not Lemos’s argu-
ment per se, but rather the insight that we have more reason to believe common-
sense propositions than we do to believe skeptical premises to the contrary. Coady’s
(2007) summary of the Moorean strategy is spot-on: “Moore’s basic move is to
challenge the idea that we could have anywhere near as much certainty about the
philosophical arguments for scepticism and reductive metaphysics as we have about
the common-sense beliefs they are meant to topple” (106). As a metaphilosophi-
cal response to skepticism, Mooreanism tells us what we (epistemically) should do
when we encounter a skeptical argument that runs counter to a commonsense truth.
The Moorean response doesn’t diagnose the malady afflicting the skeptic’s prem-
ises, nor prescribe a cure — these things need doing, of course, but they are not done
by Mooreanism per se, and an epistemologist who is a Moorean and who offers a
specific diagnosis and prescription does not do so qua Moorean, though she may do
because she is a Moorean.”* Thus, Mooreans may differ among themselves about

20 Some of our beliefs in Moorean truths, however, are probably absolutely indefeasible, such as my
belief that I exist.

2! My characterization of Moorean facts in this paragraph owes a great deal to and combines elements
from Wolterstorff (2001), Grant (2001), Lemos (2004), and Rescher (2005).

22 1 am tempted to say that Mooreanism is a metaepistemological claim, but Fumerton (1995) has
already used “metaepistemology” to refer to the analysis of epistemic concepts, and that is not what I am
doing here, and that is not what Mooreanism is.

23 Thanks to a referee for helping me see the need to address this point.

24 A point also made by Pryor (2004:370).
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just exactly where the skeptic goes wrong, and they may draw different epistemolog-
ical lessons from the same skeptical argument. Mooreanism, understood as a com-
monsense metaphilosophy, does not commit one to substantive views on most of the
questions that epistemologists debate (more on this later).?

3.4 The Superior Epistemic Status of Moorean Facts

One obvious question here is why we should think that Moorean truths are better
off, epistemically, than the skeptical arguments that seek to overturn them. Why do
we have more justification for a Moorean fact than we do for the conjunction of
skeptical premises which entail the negation of that fact? Different Mooreans may
answer this question in different ways, depending of course on how they think about
epistemic justification. Moore himself seems congenial to an evidentiary answer, i.e.
an answer that appeals to evidence.?® In his “Proof of an External World,” Moore
(1939) contends that he has “conclusive reasons” and “conclusive evidence” (149)
that is he awake and not dreaming. Moore concedes that he can’t say just exactly
what this conclusive evidence is, but this needn’t imply that he lacks this evidence,
nor that he doesn’t know that he has it. As Lycan (2007: 98) explains, Moore doesn’t
need a theory of evidence to know that he’s got evidence for P. If we follow Moore
himself, then, we should be led to say that we have much better evidence for com-
monsense propositions than we do for the conjunction of the skeptic’s premises.
Having said that, it seems clear that in saying these things Moore is not necessarily
committing himself to evidentialism; it seems equally clear that Mooreanism as a
commonsense metaphilosophy is not committed to evidentialism.

Moorean truths are of different kinds and thus admit of different sorts of epis-
temic support. I believe that I have hands, a belief I hold on the basis of my per-
ceptual evidence. I also believe that 2+ 1 =3, a belief I hold on the basis of rational
intuition. As I close my eyes and then raise my left hand over my head, I can tell
by proprioception that my left hand is over my head. The Moorean epistemologist
may of course go on to develop a theory of evidence and may therefore have quite a
few things to say about evidence in general and about evidence in these three exam-
ples. Alternatively, some Mooreans may reject evidentialist views about justification
and explain the lofty epistemic status of Moorean facts in terms of some alternative
theory of epistemic justification, such as reliabilism or proper functionalism.?’” But
the Moorean qua metaphilosopher needn’t have such a theory at her disposal to be
able to say that she does indeed have strong epistemic support for her belief that she
has hands, that 2+ 1=3, that her left hand is over her head, and so forth. In fact,
and following the spirit of Moore’s remark that he knows he has conclusive evi-
dence for commonsense truths even if he can’t say exactly what that evidence is, we
can add that, for most Mooreans, no epistemological explanation is needed at all in

25 Madden (1983) explicates and argues for the idea that commonsensism is a metaphilosophy.

26 For a nice discussion of all four of Moore’s anti-skeptical essays — “Hume’s Theory Examined,” “Cer-
tainty,” “Proof of an External World,” and “A Defence of Common Sense” — see Lycan (2007).

2T For a recent rejection of evidentialism, see Moon (2012).
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order to know or justifiably believe in the truths of commonsense. My grandmother,
for example (who is not a philosopher), doesn’t need to engage in epistemological
explanation-giving to know that her dog is not made of glass and that this claim is
more justifiable than philosophical skeptical arguments to the contrary.?®

In any case, when we turn our attention to the skeptic’s premises we notice, say
Mooreans, that our evidence for the philosophical theses the skeptic needs to negate
commonsense truths is paltry at best. Consider the principle that I am justified in
accepting a belief formed by some method M only if I first know that M is reliable.
Call this the “Methodist Requirement.”** What could the skeptic’s evidence for the
Methodist Requirement be? It looks like it would have to be an intellectual seeming
or rational intuition.*® Now the Methodist Requirement entails, in conjunction with
some other premises, that I don’t know I have hands. My evidence for my hands is,
let’s say, a perceptual seeming that I have hands plus the testimony of others.*! Now,
my own perceptual seeming, plus the testimony of others, is very strong evidence for
my belief that I have hands. Insofar as I do have an intellectual seeming in favor of
the Methodist Requirement, I do have some justification for it.

On the other hand, it seems clear that my total evidence favors my having hands
over the truth of the Methodist Requirement. First, my seeming that I have hands
is much stronger than my seeming that the Methodist Requirement is true. Sec-
ond, I have testimonial confirmation that I have hands, but very little if any testi-
monial confirmation in favor of the Methodist Requirement. Third, the Methodist
Requirement has, in conjunction with some other premises, very bizarre, counter-
intuitive consequences — such as that no one knows anything — while the claim that
I have hands does not. Fourth, the Methodist Requirement is highly controversial
and mostly rejected by the people who have thought most about it: epistemologists.
Finally, I can confirm, by making predictions and then seeing if they come true,
my belief that I have hands; I can’t do the same for the Methodist Requirement. At

28 Thanks to a referee for helping me see the need to make this point.

2 See Huemer’s essay, “The Lure of Radical Skepticism,” in his (2001), for a reconstruction of a skepti-
cal argument that uses the Methodist Requirement.

30 For a recent argument that philosophers do rely on intuitions in this way, see Climenhaga (2018).

31 The Methodist Requirement targets my knowledge that I have hands, but 'm here saying I have good
evidence for the proposition that I have hands. The former (I know I have hands) is an epistemic proposi-
tion, the latter (I have hands) isn’t. Does this matter? Most Mooreans do not seem to worry much or tarry
over this distinction. As Lemos (2004) and others point out, simple epistemic propositions such as that I
know I have hands are also matters of commonsense: they are also Moorean truths. Additionally, many
skeptical arguments have specifically epistemological conclusions, e.g. you don’t know you have hands,
your belief in other minds is unjustified, etc. It seems that a commonsense, Moorean response to such
arguments would also need to have epistemic content, e.g. “no, I do know I have hand” or “no, my belief
in other minds is justified.” Of course, it is not hard to imagine skeptical or revisionary arguments — such
as might be made by an idealist — that conclude with “your hands don’t exist” rather than “you don’t
know you have hands” (though the epistemic claim would then be an obvious entailment of the idealist
conclusion). A Moorean who thinks that “I have hands” is the best way to understand the content of the
commonsense truth in question will need to understand the skeptical arguments as more “metaphysical”
than “epistemological.” In other words, for such a Moorean, the proper way to think about the dialectic is
something like this: the skeptic says “based on argument A, thing X doesn’t exist” and the Moorean per-
son says “no, X does exist, and I’ve got more reason to believe that than I do to believe A.”.
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the end of the day, then, it seems that my belief that I have hands has much more
epistemic support than does the Methodist Requirement. And, assuming — as Kelly
(2005, 2008) does in this context — that I should believe what my total evidence indi-
cates, it seems that the choice between I have hands and the Methodist Requirement
is true is fairly easy: I should believe that I have hands, and reject the Methodist
Requirement.>

The problem gets worse for the skeptic when we take note of the fact that the
Methodist Requirement and other like-minded principles entail radical skeptical
claims only when they are conjoined with other propositions. What we are really
comparing, then, are conjunctions of skeptical premises with Moorean truths. On
our total evidence, say Mooreans, Moorean truths seem to come out way ahead of
these skeptical conjunctions. I have much more evidence for my own hands than I
do for any such skeptical conjunction. In general, then, when we encounter skeptical
arguments, what we really have to do is make a “Moorean plausibility comparison,”
as Lycan (2007:94) puts it, between the Moorean fact at hand and the conjunction of
the skeptic’s premises. When we do this, the Moorean facts win. It should be kept
in mind here that the philosophical explanation I have been trying to give for the
epistemic superiority (on the Moorean view) of commonsense truths is not some-
thing that needs to be given by, say, an ordinary person (or even a philosopher for
that matter) in order for that person to retain her knowledge or justified belief that
she has hands in the face of a skeptical argument to the contrary. The plausibility
comparison can be carried out without epistemological explanation. Again, on the
Moorean view, my grandmother needn’t do epistemology to know, say, that her dog
isn’t made of glass, a point that holds even if she comes into contact with someone
who gives her a skeptical argument against this commonsense truth.

But will Moorean truths always win, or are they sometimes defeated? Mooreans
don’t deny that Moorean truths can be defeated, though they do say, with Rescher
(2005:59), that the “burden of proof” borne by the skeptic “can only rarely be dis-
charged.” What Mooreans do typically deny is that purely philosophical arguments
can defeat commonsense propositions. Let’s say that a skeptical argument is purely
philosophical just in case none of its premises present any evidence that our fac-
ulties are malfunctioning or otherwise unreliable, or that the commonsense propo-
sition in question is false. Purely philosophical skeptical arguments do their work
by pointing to the conflict between Moorean truths and philosophical principles in
metaphysics and epistemology. What Mooreans typically do affirm is that arguments
utilizing, as Lycan (2001) puts it, “careful empirical investigation and scientific the-
orizing” (40), can sometimes overturn commonsense propositions.>* Kelly’s (2008)
explanation of this asymmetry between purely philosophical arguments and those
that utilize empirical investigation and scientific theorizing is that scientific theories
can use prediction to get confirmation in a way that abstract philosophical theories

32 The point here can easily be reformulated for a non-evidentialist Moorean: I should believe what I
have most reason to believe, and in the case at hand I have more reason to believe I have hands than I do
to believe the Methodist Requirement.

3 See Armstrong (2006), Kelly (2008), and Lycan (2001).
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cannot. Whether one accepts this explanation of the asymmetry or not, it is not hard
to see that there is a big difference between a BIV-style argument which utilizes
empirical observations that point to my actually being a BIV and one that merely
highlights the conflict between my belief that I have hands and a certain philosophi-
cal principle.

3.5 Mooreanism and the Commonsense Tradition

My conception of Mooreanism as a commonsense metaphilosophy consisting of CT
and TT fits well with the commonsense tradition. Though I cannot give a satisfying
overview of this tradition here, I would like to try and briefly highlight this fitting-
ness. Boulter (2018) argues that the Scholastics had a commonsense metaphiloso-
phy, but I shall begin with Reid (1764), who argued that commonsense has authority
over philosophy:

In this unequal contest between common sense and philosophy the latter will
always come off with both dishonour and loss; nor can she ever prosper until
this rivalry is dropped, philosophy gives up encroaching on the territory of
common sense, and a cordial friendship is restored; for, in reality, Common
Sense holds nothing of Philosophy, nor needs her aid. But, on the other hand
(if I may be permitted to change the metaphor), philosophy’s only root is the
principles of common sense; it grows out of them, and draws its nourishment
from them; when it is cut off from this root its honours wither, its sap is dried
up, it dies and rots. (7)**

What then does Reid do, when faced with a philosophical argument that con-
travenes a commonsense truth? He makes precisely the move that Lemos cites as
characteristic of the commonsense philosophers: since philosophical theory T con-
tradicts commonsense proposition P, theory T is false.

A traveller who has good judgment may mistake his way, and be led unawares
onto a wrong route; and, while the road is fair before him, he may go on with-
out suspicion, and be followed by others; but when the road ends at a coal-pit,
he doesn’t need much judgment to know that he has gone wrong, and perhaps
to find out what has led him astray. (11)

Reid, then, appears to be a Moorean — to speak anachronistically.

Moorean epistemology is perhaps most commonly associated with Moore’s
(1939:146) proof of the external world, in which Moore reasoned from his having
hands to the existence of the external world. Now just exactly what was Moore up
to when he gave this proof? Greco (2002) argues — correctly, I think — that in giving
this proof Moore is following Reid on a number of points, two of which are perti-
nent here. The first is that commonsense has authority — or “epistemic priority,” as
Greco (2014) elsewhere puts it — over philosophy; the second is that, when there is

34 PFor an overview of Reid’s epistemology, see Wolterstorff (2001). Greco (2014) is also instructive.
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a conflict between commonsense and a skeptical argument, we should examine the
skeptic’s arguments to see where he has gone wrong. Moore explicitly argues this
way in places, such as in his essay, “Four Forms of Skepticism” (1959), where he
contends that his knowledge of mundane commonsense propositions is more certain
than the skeptic’s premises.

What I want, however, finally to emphasize is this: Russell’s view that I do
not know for certain that this is a pencil or that you are conscious rests, if
I am right, on no less than four distinct assumptions: (1) That I don’t know
these things immediately; (2) That they don’t follow logically from anything or
things that I do know immediately; (3) That, if (1) and (2) are true, my belief
in or knowledge of them must be “based on an analogical or inductive argu-
ment”; and (4) That what is so based cannot be certain knowledge. And what
I can’t help asking, myself is this: Is it, in fact, as certain that all these four
assumptions are true, as that I do know that this is a pencil and that you are
conscious? I cannot help answering: It seems to me more certain that I do
know that this is a pencil and that you are conscious, than that any single one
of these four assumptions is true, let alone all four. (226)

On this Reidian interpretation of Moore’s approach, the real point of the famous
proof is the epistemic priority that commonsense enjoys over skeptical philosophical
principles.

Many philosophers in the last several decades, including a number of contem-
porary epistemologists, have concurred with Reid and Moore, such as Chisholm
(1989: 3—4), Sosa (1999), Lycan (2001), Michael Huemer (2001: 43), Greco (2002),
Lemos (2004), Rescher (2005), Armstrong (2006), Bergmann (2008), Black (2008),
and Kelly (2005, 2008), among others. Moorean-friendly passages that fit well with
my conception of Mooreanism as a commonsensism abound in philosophical dis-
cussions of skepticism; this conception of Mooreanism lines up with how those
within the commonsense tradition typically think about the Moorean response to
skepticism.

3.6 Mooreanism, Liberalism, and Conservatism

We can gain an even clearer understanding of Mooreanism by examining its rela-
tionship with recent debates between liberals and conservatives in the epistemol-
ogy of perceptual belief. In many of these discussions Mooreanism is explicitly
invoked, usually either to contrast it with conservatism or to make the point that
Mooreanism is compatible with both liberalism and conservatism. I think this latter
point is correct, and that getting clear on all this will help us to better understand
Mooreanism itself. Conservatism says that you have justification to believe you have
hands (or, that H is true) only if you also have some independent justification to
believe that you are not in a radically deceptive skeptical scenario (or, that~S is
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true). Liberalism denies this, affirming that your perceptual experience that you have
hands can, all by itself, give you justification to believe ~S.*°

The Moorean response to skepticism, or at least Moore’s proof — (1) I have hands;
(2) If T have hands there’s an external world; (3) So, there’s an external world — is
sometimes regarded as a liberal response: the thought is that the Moorean denies
that justification to believe that one has hands depends on having independent jus-
tification to believe ~S.*® Coliva (2012), for example, pits Wright’s “conservative”
critique of Moore’s proof against Pryor’s “liberal” defense of Moore’s proof; the
critique in question, contested by Pryor, is that Moore’s proof is epistemically circu-
lar because Moore’s perceptual experience of being handed provides justification to
believe that he has hands (the first premise of Moore’s proof) only if he already has
independent justification to believe the conclusion, which is that there is an exter-
nal world. So, the proof is (epistemically) circular, on this view, because Moore has
justification to believe the first premise only if he already has justification to believe
the conclusion. Pryor disagrees with the charge on the grounds that Moore’s jus-
tification to believe the first premise does not depend on first having justification
to believe the conclusion. The dialectic is set up in such a way that Mooreanism
appears to be the liberal view, or at least a liberal view, and hence that any conserva-
tive view would thus be non-Moorean.

As a number of epistemologists — such as Silins (2008), Tucker (2010a), Neta
(2010), and Willenken (2011) — have pointed out, however, Mooreanism is not
incompatible with conservatism. The explanations in each case are different, and I
won’t attempt to rehearse them here. What I would like to point out is that it should
be clear that, as I have defined and explained Mooreanism here, it is fully compatible
with conservatism. Neither CT nor TT include or entail a rejection of conservatism.
TT might look to be incompatible with conservatism as it says that it is in virtue of
CT that we can use our knowledge or justified belief in Moorean truths as a rational
basis to reject skeptical arguments which conflict with them. This might make it
seem as though the Moorean takes the liberal view and denies that we need inde-
pendent justification for~S to have justification for believing that we have hands. In
reality, though, Mooreanism is neutral with respect to liberalism and conservatism.
A liberal Moorean will say that you can use your knowledge of or justified belief

35 There are minor differences in how these positions are formulated, but my formulations capture the
way these terms are typically used. For discussions of liberalism and conservatism, see Pryor (2004),
Silins (2008), Tucker (2010a), Neta (2010), and Willenken (2011). The choice of the terminology here is
unfortunate, in my view, for Huemer (2001) had coined the term “phenomenal conservatism” just before
those engaged in debate about perceptual justification started using the phrases “liberalism” and “con-
servatism.” Huemer used, and uses, “phenomenal conservatism” for the view that, roughly, a seeming
that p gives one prima facie justification to believe that p. Owing to Pryor (2000) and Tucker (2010b)
that view is often called “dogmatism.” A dogmatist about perceptual justification says that a perceptual
seeming that P is enough, all by itself, to give one justification to believe that P — no independent justifi-
cation to rule out skeptical hypotheses incompatible with P is needed for one’s perceptual seeming that P
to give one justification to believe that P.

3 This thought seems to be due in large part to Pryor (2004), who entitled one of his defenses of lib-
eralism “What’s Wrong with Moore’s Argument?”, and Wright (2008), who pits conservatism against
Mooreanism.
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that H to rule out skeptical arguments to the contrary (and so affirm~S), and also
that having justification for H doesn’t depend on having independent justification
for~S. A conservative Moorean, by contrast, will say that you can use your knowl-
edge of or justified belief that H to rule out skeptical arguments to the contrary (and
so affirm~S), and also that your perceptual experience of having hands justifies H
only if you also have independent justification for~S.?” We can think of it this way:
conservatism answers the question, “When will a perceptual seeming that P give
one justification to believe that P?”” The conservative answer is: “When one also has
some independent justification to reject skeptical arguments that~P.” Different con-
servatives will say different things about what this independent justification must be.
Mooreanism answers the non-identical question, “Am I in a position to reject skepti-
cal alternatives to P?”” The Moorean answer is: “Yes, for P is more rational for me,
has more going for it, than does the skeptic’s premises.”

Based on the foregoing, let me now point to an interpretation of Mooreanism
with which I take issue. For Neta (2010), Mooreanism would be the claim that the
justifier which gives me justification for H also gives me justification for~S; let
“J1” stand for this justifier, and we’ll say that J1 is my perceptual seeming of being
handed. Neta’s view is, on my view, deficient, for two reasons.>® One is that the
Moorean need not say that J1 is also the very same thing which gives me justifica-
tion for~S. A Moorean is free to say that my justification for~S is independent of
my justification for H. A Moorean might say that what gives me justification for~S
is my total evidence, or a track record argument, or whatever. The other difficulty
with Neta’s conception of Mooreanism is that it fits less well with the commonsen-
sist, Moorean tradition. Mooreanism is really, at heart, a metaphilosophical claim
about the epistemic superiority of commonsense propositions — as I have been at
pains to argue in this paper — and not the view that my perceptual seeming for the
existence of my hands is also what serves as the justification for the view that there
is an external world. Mooreanism is fully compatible with that first-order epistemol-
ogy claim, but it is not that claim.

Before drawing this subsection to a close one final clarification of the Moorean
view is in order. Wright (2008) argues that neo-Mooreanism is the view that
Moore’s proof doesn’t suffer from transmission failure. In a case of transmission
failure, the premises of an argument, though themselves justified, would fail to pass
along this justification to the conclusion they entail. Wright’s position presents us
with an occasion to further clarify the Moorean position. A Moorean need not deny
that Moore’s proof suffers from transmission failure (so, interestingly, a Moorean,
on my view, could reject what Wright refers to as neo-Mooreanism). We can imag-
ine a Moorean who endorses (i) the conservative claim that Moore has justification
for H only if he has independent justification for~S and (ii) a view of transmission

37 There are two ways that having an independent justification for~S might bear on having justification
for H. First, it might be that the independent justification for~S is an enabling condition on having jus-
tification for H; second, it might be that independent justification for~S is part of the justification for H
itself. These distinctions, and others, are drawn in Silins (2005).

3 Silins (2008) makes the same mistake I am attributing to Neta.
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according to which, if one’s justification for a premise depends on one’s justification
for the conclusion, then the premise cannot transmit justification to the conclusion
(whether this is the correct way to think about transmission is not relevant at the
moment).>* Someone who endorses (i) and (ii) can also endorse CT and TT. This
Moorean will say that it is more rational for Moore to believe that he has hands
and that he is not in a radically deceptive skeptical scenario than it is for Moore
to believe the conjunction of the skeptic’s premises, and also that in virtue of this
Moore may reject the skeptic’s argument.*’

4 Moore for Almost Everyone

Having explicated Mooreanism I'd like to now argue that a great many epistemolo-
gists are free to be Mooreans. Epistemologists debate many things, most of which
are orthogonal to debates between Mooreanism and its competitors. For starters,
consider debates about epistemic justification, such as those between internalists and
externalists, or foundationalists and coherentists. Partisans of any of these views can
be Mooreans: since Mooreanism is not a theory of epistemic justification it is com-
patible with any theory of justification that is compatible with CT and TT. Start with
internalists and externalists: both are free to be Moorean in the sense that both are
free to affirm CT and TT. And you do find internalists, such as Huemer (2001), and
externalists, such as Greco (2002), both affirming Mooreanism. Mooreanism is not
a theory of epistemic justification, so folks who subscribe to different theories of
epistemic justification are free to embrace Mooreanism provided that those theories
don’t entail the denial of CT or TT.

Cobherentists and foundationalists can also be Mooreans. I am thinking of founda-
tionalism as the view that non-inferential justification is possible and actual. There
are different versions of coherentism, but the core idea of the view is that coher-
ence is necessary for justification: a belief is justified only if it is part of a coherent
web of beliefs. Advocates of both views can be Mooreans because they can both
embrace CT and TT. The foundationalist Moorean will likely say that Moorean
truths are properly basic for us. And the coherentist can say that the negations of
Moorean truths don’t cohere as well with our standard systems of belief as do the
Moorean truths. So, for example, Poston’s (2014) explanatory coherentism, which
holds that justification for believing a proposition P depends on whether P belongs
to an explanatory system that is more virtuous than any other competing system, is

3 1 am not myself partial to this version of Mooreanism. The idea that you have justification for believ-
ing that you have hands only if you also have independent justification for believing that you are, say, not
a BIV seems to imply the very skepticism deplored by Mooreanism. It seems to be an instance of the fol-
lowing principle, as Huemer (2000) points out: “If P entails Q, then a precondition on S’s being justified
in believing P is that S be justified in believing Q.” But, as Huemer also points out, this principle implies
that “one could never be justified in believing anything” (406).

40 For an example of this sort of view, see Steup (2011).
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compatible with CT and TT.*' The Moorean who adopts explanatory coherentism
can say that we have more justification for believing the Moorean truths because
they belong to an explanatory system that is more virtuous than any competing sys-
tem which includes their skeptical negations.

We see the same dynamic at play when we move from debates about justification
to debates about knowledge. Consider, for example, debates about the Gettier condi-
tion and knowledge-first epistemology. Regarding the former, safety theorists and
sensitivity theorists are both free to be Mooreans. Again, Mooreanism doesn’t take
a position on the fourth condition on knowledge. Safety theorists say that S knows P
only if it’s the case that, if S believes P, it’s likely that P is true. Sensitivity theorists
say that S knows that P only if it’s the case that, were P false, S wouldn’t believe P.
These are the two main theories about what’s required for knowledge in addition to
justification, truth, and belief. And it should be clear that both theories are compat-
ible with CT and TT. And so it should not be surprising to find safety theorists like
Sosa (1999) and sensitivity theorists like Black (2008) both endorsing Mooreanism.

The same holds for knowledge-first epistemologists and their detractors. The two
key ideas of Williamson’s (2000) knowledge-first epistemology are that knowledge
is unanalyzable (i.e. it cannot be broken down into component parts) and that a
cognizer’s evidence is identical to that which she knows, or E=K. The knowledge-
firster can argue that the skeptic’s argument rests on the dubious assumption that our
evidence in the skeptical scenario is the same as our evidence in the non-skeptical
scenario.*? Our knowledge that we have hands, say, can be used to reject the prem-
ises of the skeptic’s argument that we don’t. Though knowledge-firsters like to talk
about knowledge rather than rationality or justification, they can surely endorse CT
and TT: nothing forbids them from saying that it’s more rational to affirm common-
sense truths than it is to affirm skeptical premises. Their other claim, that knowledge
is unanalyzable, also fails to conflict with CT and TT. So, knowledge-firsters are
free to be Mooreans. And so, obviously, can those who reject it, provided they don’t
embrace any philosophical theses which entail the negation of CT and TT.

A final example should suffice. Pragmatic encroachers say that whether you
know that P depends on, as Fantl and McGrath (2014:88) put it, “what’s at stake
in whether the proposition is true.” When a lot is at stake, you need extra-strong
evidence for P to have enough justification to know that P. So, if a lot was at stake
in whether Moorean truths were true, the normal amount of evidence we have for
those truths may not be enough for us to know them. Pragmatic encroachment isn’t
really a response to skepticism, but considered in relation to skepticism it initially
looks like a partially-concessive, and thus non-Moorean, “response” to skepticism:
we can know Moorean truths, and maybe even use them to rule out the skeptic’s
premises, but only if there isn’t too much at stake in whether the Moorean truths are
actually true. Recall, however, that Moore thinks he has conclusive evidence and
certain knowledge that he has hands. If this is right, then it’s quite reasonable to

41 The final version of explanatory coherentism that Poston favors includes a complication I'm here
ignoring; cf. Poston (2014: 90).
42 Disjunctivists can say the same thing; for a Moorean disjunctivism, see Pritchard (2012:116-122).
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think that our beliefs in Moorean facts do meet any extra-strong evidence require-
ments that might be operative in situations where the stakes are high. Thus, prag-
matic encroachers are free to be Mooreans. Given the foregoing, it would seem to be
the case that most epistemologists are free to be Mooreans.

Most of the debates in epistemology are orthogonal to whether Mooreanism is
true or not. Is knowledge different from understanding? Is knowledge more valu-
able than mere justified true belief, and if so, why? What is the relationship between
belief and credence? On these and many other issues — indeed most of the debates in
epistemology — the answer one gives has little to no bearing on Mooreanism. Let me
close by mentioning three fuzzy cases.

I said above that contextualism is a non-Moorean view because it is a partially
concessive position, granting knowledge in non-skeptical contexts but revoking it in
skeptical contexts. There may be a way, however, for contextualists to be Mooreans.
Conee (2014) argues that contextualism is technically compatible with the claim that
“knowledge attributions like ‘John knows that he has hands’ are true even in the
skeptical context because John’s belief that he has hands meets the more stringent
epistemic demands operative in that context.” Now, if a contextualist agreed with
Moore that we have conclusive evidence that we have hands, then it’s not hard to see
how a contextualist could think that a knowledge ascription like “John knows he has
hands” would be true even in the skeptical context. For, what more could anyone
want than conclusive evidence? Moore (1925) himself claimed to know the truths of
commonsense with certainty; if that’s so, then perhaps Conee’s suggestion is on the
mark and I was mistaken to say, as I did above, that contextualism is a non-Moorean
view.

One problem with this line of thought is that it doesn’t appear to do justice to
contextualism itself. Contextualism is supposed to explain why we are intuitively
pulled in two different directions: toward the thought that we know we have hands
and the thought that, when faced with a skeptical argument, we don’t after all know
that we have hands. That is, contextualism is supposed to do justice to our common-
sense intuitions and our pro-skeptical intuitions. It does this by giving something to
both sides: our intuitions are right in each case, something explained by the shift in
standards that occurs when one moves from a non-skeptical context to a skeptical
one. But if we retain mundane hands-knowledge (say) even in the skeptical context,
in what sense are we doing justice to our intuition that we don’t, in the face of the
skeptical argument, have such knowledge? Thus, it looks like we can make contextu-
alism compatible with Mooreanism only by rendering it incapable of doing the very
thing that made it an interesting and attractive position in the first place.*’

Another fuzzy case is infallibilism. This thesis is usually understood as the view
that knowledge that P requires that one’s grounds for P entail that P.** And one of
the most ready-at-hand objections to infallibilism, so construed, is that it leads to too

43 This, in essence, is one of Cohen’s (2014) responses to Conee.

4 After reviewing the literature, Dougherty (2011:137) says that “there’s a clear consensus view that fal-
lible knowledge is knowledge based on non-entailing reasons.” As the denial of fallibilism, infallibilism
requires entailing reasons or grounds.
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much skepticism; for, after all, we rarely, if ever, have grounds for our beliefs that
entail the truth of their contents.*> Because of this, infallibilism is almost universally
rejected. But this rejection may well be far too quick, at least as far as Moorean-
ism is concerned. For starters, as Climenhaga (2017) points out, no small number
of important non-skeptical philosophers appear to have been infallibilists, including
Descartes, Locke, Keynes, Moore himself, and Ross. On Moore’s own account, as
we have seen, we do indeed have certain knowledge of many of the truths of com-
monsense. Climenhaga’s preferred conception of infallibilism says that S knows that
P iff P is epistemically certain for S, where P is epistemically certain for S iff S
clearly perceives that P. Given that Mooreanism just as such does not take a position
on many “first-order” epistemological questions, it certainly seems possible for a
Moorean to affirm that we do clearly perceive that Moorean propositions, or at least
many of them at any rate, are indeed true, and hence are epistemically certain for us
and also to deny that the same holds for the controversial philosophical principles
needed by the skeptic.

Climenhaga does confess that infallibilism has moderately skeptical implications
but denies that this is problematic. Whether this is so, and whether it is problematic
for Mooreanism, will depend on whether Moorean facts, and how many of them, can
be clearly perceived. And this, in turn, will depend on one’s other epistemological
and metaphysical commitments. Thus, we cannot fully adjudicate the compatibility
of Mooreanism and infallibilism here. Perhaps the best we can do here is to say that
infallibilism, just by requiring certainty for knowledge, does not thereby rule out
certain knowledge of Moorean facts. But whether infallibilism can accommodate the
full variety of Moorean facts typically accepted commonsense philosophers is an
open question.

5 Conclusion

I have not here attempted to defend Mooreanism. Rather, I have focused on trying
to get clear on how we should think about Mooreanism and then argue that, once
properly understood, most epistemologists are free to embrace Mooreanism. What
has emerged is that Mooreanism is an ecumenical and metaphilosophical, com-
monsensist response to radical skepticism. On the Moorean view, Moorean truths
are epistemically superior to philosophical arguments to the contrary. Mooreanism
so construed fits both with Moore’s own anti-skeptical arguments, with the com-
monsense tradition, and with the work of many contemporary commonsense epis-
temologists, some of whom work explicitly under the banner of Mooreanism. So
understood, Mooreanism should not be identified with one particular position in
specialized debates in epistemology, such as the view that the safety condition is
the correct fourth condition on knowledge, or liberalism in the epistemology of per-
ceptual belief, or even the view that Moore’s proof doesn’t suffer from transmission

45 Given infallibilism’s apparently skeptical implications, it makes sense that, as Dougherty (2011:137)
says, “there has been a tendency to treat fallibilism as an alternative to either dogmatism or skepticism.”.
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failure. All such understandings of Mooreanism miss the essentially metaphilosoph-
ical and ecumenical nature of the view. If you’re looking for a response to skepti-
cism that is neither concessive, partially concessive, nor potentially concessive, then
the Moorean camp is where you need to be.
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