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Sometimes it’s tough to tell what we should to do when were thinking about

what we should believe and when we’re discussing what to believe with others.

Sometimes we disagree with others, even those who we know are more intelligent

than we are, and even when we’re thinking to ourselves about what to believe we

find we’ve been wrong many times before. Sometimes we think of the ways in

which our beliefs could be false. What should we do in these situations? Some

philosophers—called“common sense philosophers”—give advice about what to do in

these situations: “Start with what’s obvious” and “Don’t give up the more obvious

for the less obvious”. One might ask: why the obvious? What is it for something

to be obvious anyway? In this dissertation, I answer these questions. I give the

di↵erent ways something can be obvious (Chapter Two), what it is for something

to be obvious (Chapter Three), and I show that my account from Chapter Three

enables obviousness to do what common sense philosophers think it can do: it

enables someone to steadfastly maintain their belief even when they disagree with

someone they know is vastly more intelligent (Chapter Four) and it enables someone

to overcome skeptical doubts they have about their own beliefs (Chapter Five).
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Sometimes we run into problems when we’re thinking about what to believe

and discussing those beliefs with others. One of these problems is disagreement, even

with those you know are vastly more intelligent than you are, have more evidence

than you do on the disputed topic, and are at least as genuine, careful, attentive,

and resilient toward the pursuit of truth as you are. Perhaps this disagreement is

irresolvable; you and your interlocutor have di↵erent starting points, and both of

you dont think those starting points need any argument. What do you do? Where

do you begin? Do you just give in or substantially weaken your position because

you know your interlocutor is more intelligent, etc., than you are, or do you stand

your ground?

Another problem is our own skeptical worries. Sometimes the fact that weve

been wrong so much is problem enough for our views. As we learn more, we (many

of us, at least) realize how much weve been wrong in the past. Its a short step to

realizing how unreliable we are at forming beliefs. Isnt that a good indication that

the views were now forming are also unreliably formed? Should we, as a result,

be skeptical of our own beliefs? Or perhaps we think of ways our beliefs could be

falseskeptical scenariosthat undermine our knowledge. Our knowledge is fallible,

and skeptical scenarios expose this fallibility. What do we do in response to these

threats to our knowledge? Do we cease to know in the face of these threats, or do

we know the skeptical threats to be false? And if we know the skeptical threats to

be false, on what basis do we know them to be false?

In all of these cases, where do you even get started? What beliefs should you

hold on to, and which should you give up? Are some propositions privileged over
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others so that you stick to them, or do you give up all the contested propositions

and try to find an area of almost-unanimous agreement before moving on?

Common sense philosophers have answers: “Always start with what’s obvi-

ous,”1 and, “Never give up the more obvious for the less obvious.”2 This advice is

meant to give answers to the questions I asked above. When we disagree, even with

those who are vastly more well-endowed epistemically, we should begin with whats

obvious, and we shouldnt give up the more obvious for the less obvious. Even though

we arent very reliable in forming beliefs, we should hold onto the beliefs that are

more obvious. And when our knowledge is threatened, we should, again, begin with

whats obvious and not give up the more obvious current belief for the less-obvious

skeptical threat.

But, of course, one could ask: why start with that? Why hold on to those?

What does the category obvious have that other candidate categories for starting

points don’t? To answer these questions, a good start would be to have an account

of what it is for something to be obvious and what it is for something to be obvious

to someone. Then, to show whether that account is accurate, we could see whether

that account enables obviousness to do the work common sense philosophers think

it can do by providing answers to the above questions.

That’s what I’ll do in this dissertation. First, I’ll address the ways in which

something can be obvious, and I’ll pick out which of these ways is relevant to com-

mon sense philosophers’ advice. Second, I’ll give an account of what it is for a

proposition to be obvious and what it is for a proposition to be obvious to someone.

Third, I’ll apply this account to disagreement to show that if my account is correct,

common sense philosophers’ advice is helpful in determining when we should and

when we shouldnt give up our belief even when we disagree with many who are more

1 See, for example, Ledwig (2006), 141.

2 See, for example, Kvanvig (1989), who cites Rawls (1971) and Daniels (1979) in note 5.
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intelligent, etc., than we are. Last, I’ll apply the account to skepticism to show that

if the account above is correct, common sense philosophers have a helpful way of

responding to skeptical threats to our knowledge. I’ll give more details below, but

first I’ll say two other ways in which it will be helpful to have an account of what it

is for a proposition to be obvious.

First, it may help someone who is intentional about keeping the common sense

philosophers’ advice to determine when she can and when she cant take the advice.

Perhaps you don’t know whether or not a proposition is obvious. It may be helpful to

have an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious to help you determine

whether or not a proposition is obvious to you. Further, if you do know that a

proposition is obvious, it may help you to discover what that propositions being

obvious includes or entails. For example, you may wonder what sorts of inferences

you can make with an obvious proposition that you perhaps cant make if you were to

merely justifiably believe that proposition. Of course, having an account of what it

is to be obvious may help us to assess whether the metaphilosophical advice above

is good advice. For example, perhaps you find the account I provide persuasive,

but you find the taking of common sense philosophers advice to have deleterious

consequences if the account I provide is correct.

Second, it may help us to better understand references to the obvious in philo-

sophical arguments.3 For example, sometimes we reject someones view because

it entails something that is obviously false, and when we say this, we mean some-

thing much stronger than we would mean if we said that the same person’s view

entails something that we merely know to be false. For example, heres Gonzalo

Rodriguez-Pereyra on truthmaking:

3 See Gibbons (2006) and (2010) for use of an obvious proposition to argue against inter-
nalism in epistemology. For a less common example noted in Jeshion (2000, 335), Zermelo (1967)
argues that we can justifiably believe an axiom precisely because it is necessary for deriving a
di↵erent and obvious mathematical proposition.
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That definitions like (1) and (2) lead to GSN [that every entity is
a truthmaker for every necessary truth] has been noted by several
authors. But not all of them think that this establishes that the
definitions are incorrect. Greg Restall, for instance, is willing to
concede that this “may not be such a problem” (1996, 333) and
Stephen Read (2000) does not seem to consider it problematic. But
GSN means, for instance, that Socrates is a truthmaker for h2+2=4i.
But it is obvious that, whatever makes h2+2=4i true, Socrates does
not. Therefore (1) and (2) are incorrect definitions. (Rodriguez-
Pereyra, 2006, 960)

There are other examples of philosophers who use obviousness to establish starting

points. I’ll give three. The first is from Eric Olson on personal identity:

That you and I are animals, and not material objects of some other
sort, strikes me as so obvious that it would be quite pointless to try
to argue for it. Where are we going to find premises that are even
more obviously true than the conclusion? (Olson, 1995, 161)

The second is from Alvin Plantinga on epistemic justification:

She is fulfilling her epistemic responsibilities; she is doing her level
best; she is justified. And this is not only true, but obviously true.
We may feel in some subterranean way that without evidence she
isnt justified; if so, this must be because we are importing some
other conception of justification.(Plantinga, 2000, 101)

The last is Ted Sider on Eli Hirschs version of ontological deflationism:

Peter van Inwagen and David Lewis express the same proposition
with ‘There exist tables,’ but it is obvious by linguistic/conceptual
reflection what its truth value is, so the debate is silly. (Sider, 2009,
387)

There are more. The point is that references to obviousness are used in many

philosophical areas, and it would be helpful if we knew what it is to be obvious.

Further, it would be helpful if, given an account of what it is to be obvious, we knew

what obviousness can and can’t do for a person to whom the proposition is obvious.

Unfortunately, it’s not obvious what it is to be obvious. Some things are so

obvious that you don’t need to give a reason for them, but what it is to be obvious

is not one of those things. In short, then, since it’s not obvious what it is to be

obvious, it would be helpful to be given an account of what it is to be obvious for 1)

4



answering why common sense philosophers give the advice they give, 2) intentionally

determining when and whether we should follow the common sense philosophers’

advice, and 3) better understanding what other philosophers are referring to when

they say something’s obvious.

Although I will be saying what it is to be obvious and what obviousness can

do for us, I should be clear about the nature of my project in this dissertation

and what I won’t be doing. What I plan on doing in this dissertation is similar

to what people do when they provide an account of knowledge and then say what

knowledge can do for us. First, I am not interested in providing an account of what

people mean when they use the word obvious just as those who analyze knowledge

aren’t interested in the word ‘knowledge’, except insofar as the word often refers

to what knowledge is (but not always: ‘knowledge’ is sometimes used non-factively,

for example). Although Im not interested in the word ‘obvious’, use of the (often)

corresponding word is often helpful. We do often have experiences that we describe

using the word ‘obvious’. For example, suppose I lose my keys, and after a long

search I realize theyve been in plain sight on the counter all along. I say, “How

could I have been so dumb?! It was obvious that they were on the counter!” Or

perhaps someone wants me to give reasons for something I asserted. I respond,

“You want a proof? Isnt it just obvious?” Second, I dont plan on taking a stance on

exactly what things are obvious (like Moore (1925) does). Ill give some examples of

some things that are obvious, but I don’t intend for them to be decisive. Similarly,

those who give an account of knowledge don’t need to tell you exactly what things

you know to provide an account of what knowledge is. Those who give an account

of knowledge will perhaps use some examples, though, as will I. Third, although I

will be giving arguments for my account of what it is to be obvious, I won’t give

an account of each of the components that make up the account or how you acquire

them. Similarly, those who give an account of knowledge may say that knowledge is
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justified, true, non–gettiered belief without telling you what justification is or how

you acquire it.

In this dissertation, I will give a taxonomy of the di↵erent ways something

can be obvious (Chapter Two), argue for an account of what it is for something

to be obvious (Chapter Three), and show that my account from Chapter Three

enables obviousness to do what common sense philosophers think it can do: it enables

someone to steadfastly maintain their belief even when they disagree with someone

they know is more intelligent (Chapter Four) and it enables someone to overcome

skeptical doubts they have about their own beliefs (Chapter Five). Ill give more

detail below.

In Chapter Two, I give a description of what exactly Ill give an account of

in this dissertation. There are di↵erent ways in which things are obvious, and

sometimes the di↵erences in the ways in which things are obvious make a di↵erence

epistemically. Since I’m interested in giving an answer to the above questions about

common sense philosophers’ advice, I make distinctions between ways something can

be obvious, then I use these distinctions to determine which ways of being obvious

are relevant to the common sense philosophers’ advice. I make four distinctions.

First, things are obvious relatively (obvious to a subject) and absolutely (just plain

obvious, or obvious simpliciter). For example, it may be obvious that modus ponens

is a valid argument form even if its not obvious to me that modus ponens is a

valid argument form. Second, there are graded obviousness claims. Even within the

class of those propositions that we take to be obvious, some are more obvious than

others. Third, there are ‘obvious wh—’ constructions. For example, it’s obvious

what train you need to catch, it’s obvious who you’re married to, and its obvious

how to smile. These constructions may support that obviousness is contrastive,

namely that there’s another place in the obviousness relation, so I consider whether

obviousness is contrastive. Fourth, what is obvious is not always a proposition. For

6



example, sometimes an inference is obvious, and inferences aren’t propositions. As I

make and clarify these distinctions, I say which ways of being obvious are relevant to

common sense philosophers’ advice. I conclude that both relative and absolute ways

of being obvious are relevant, where in each case what is obvious is a proposition

and obviousness is not contrastive, but where obviousness can come in degrees. In

this dissertation, then, I give an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious

to a subject and what it is for a proposition to be just plain obvious.

In the first part of Chapter Three, I argue for this account of relative obvious-

ness:

(Obvious to S) p is obvious to S =df

S knows p,

where S’s knowledge is a kind of knowledge that is immune to un-

dercutting defeat.

In that chapter, I say what defeat is, what undercutting defeat is, and what it

is to be immune to undercutting defeat. First, though, I argue that if p is obvious

to S, S knows p. I argue this from both ordinary language (and the absence of good

arguments to explain away those ordinary language arguments) and from the use

relative obviousness has in epistemology. Second, I argue that if p is obvious to S,

S’s knowing p is immune to undercutting defeat. I argue this from cases and from

the use relative obviousness has in the common sense philosophers’ advice. I then

give three alternative accounts of relative obviousness—1) p is obvious to S just in

case it is easy for S to discover p, 2) p is obvious to S just in case p is certain for

S, and 3) p is obvious to S just in case S has direct acquaintance with the truth of

p—and I show where they fail.

In the second part of Chapter Three, I argue for this account of absolute

obviousness:
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(Obvious) p is obvious =df p is obvious to anyone who is a normally–

functioning subject in normal conditions, and p is not obvious to anyone

who is a less-than-normal-functioning subject or who is in worse-than-normal

conditions.

Since the account of absolute obviousness makes reference to relative obviousness,

I focus on that account, and in the next two chapters, I develop two arguments I

made for that account. According to both of those arguments, the account I give of

relative obviousness nicely explains common sense philosophers’ advice. In the next

two chapters, I detail how the account of relative obviousness nicely explains that

advice in two specific areas: disagreement and skepticism.

In Chapter Four, I consider the following case, which often happens to many

of us: we disagree with someone we know 1) is vastly more intelligent than we are,

2) has much more evidence than we do on the disputed topic, and 3) is at least as

genuine, careful, attentive, and resilient toward the pursuit of truth as we are. Also,

we disagree with this person so strongly that if we were to “split the di↵erence” with

her and believe somewhere near the middle of where our and her credences are in

the disputed proposition, we would no longer believe the proposition. Even more,

her credence in the proposition (or something close to her credence) represents the

majority of our superiors’ credences regarding the proposition. I call this kind of case

a case of “superior disagreement”, and Im interested in determining when we should

remain steadfast and continue to believe and when we should be conciliatory and

cease believing in cases of superior disagreement. I give reasons for being conciliatory

in cases of superior disagreement, and I give reasons for remaining steadfast in some

cases of superior disagreement. I conclude that someone is reasonable to steadfastly

believe p during superior disagreement if she is obviously-justified in believing p,

where to be obviously-justified in believing p is to have the kind of justification you

have for p when p is obvious to you, viz. the kind of justification that is immune
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to undercutting defeat. I also show that this advice can be taken in many cases.

If I’m correct about this, my account of relative obviousness above nicely explains

common sense philosophers’ advice to start with whats obvious and not to give up

the more obvious for the less obvious, even—and especially—in cases of superior

disagreement.4

In Chapter Five, I consider skepticism, primarily with a view to the epistemic

status our beliefs have in the face of skeptical threats we consider. I’m primarily

interested in neo-Moorean arguments against these skeptical threats. On these ar-

guments, I know an ordinary proposition, e.g. I have hands, and I deduce from that

proposition that a skeptical scenario is false, e.g. I am not a handless brain in a

vat. These arguments face the Priority Problem: sometimes we shouldn’t use what

we know to come to know a skeptical scenario is false. For example, we shouldn’t

use our knowledge that a table is red to come to know the table isn’t white but

illuminated by red lights. In this chapter, I give a principle that informs us when we

can use what we know to come to know skeptical scenarios are false and when we

shouldn’t. I argue that we can use what is obvious to us to come to know skeptical

scenarios are false, but we cant use what’s not obvious to us. I argue that this

solves the Priority Problem, because what is obvious is epistemically prior to what

we come to know in virtue of it, and I give an interpretation of G.E. Moore’s proof

of an external world according to which it is obvious to Moore than he has hands;

he doesn’t just know he has hands. Again, the account of obviousness above nicely

explains common sense philosophers’ advice, even—and especially—when our views

face skeptical threats.

These chapters complete this dissertation. If I’m successful, I will have pro-

vided an account of what it is to be obvious and what it is to be obvious to someone

4 In the chapter, I also explain the apparent discrepancy between the common sense philoso-
phers’ use of absolute obviousness in their advice and my use of relative obviousness to explain
their advice.
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that answers the above questions about common sense philosophers’ advice: Why

start with whats obvious? Why hold on to those? What does the category obvious

have that other candidate categories for starting points don’t? The account Ive pro-

vided may also help someone intentionally follow (or determine whether she ought to

follow) the common sense philosophers’ advice. For example, it may help someone

to determine whether or not a proposition is obvious to her, or if she has determined

that a proposition is obvious to her, it may help her discover what that proposi-

tions being obvious includes or entails. Last, it may help us to better understand

references to the obvious in philosophical literature.

My position is that obviousness is stronger than knowledge. Even more, when

a proposition is obvious to us, we can do more with that proposition than if we were

merely to know that proposition. For example, we can reasonably disagree with our

epistemic superiors, and we can come to know skeptical scenarios to be false. This

explains why it makes sense to start with whats obvious rather than what we just

know. It also explains why philosophers say that their starting points are obvious

and why it seems so bad when they say their opponents position entails something

obviously false (Gonzalez-Pereyra above). It also explains why it’s hard to give an

argument for what’s obvious (Olson above) and why it’s plausible to say that because

one proposition is obvious, to even debate about those positions that contradict it

is “silly” (Sider above). Last, it explains why, if we think some proposition that

contradicts an obvious position is true, that “must be” because were basing that

belief on some false proposition (Plantinga above). It is my hope that this initial

work on obviousness will lead to further work on obviousness—work, for example, on

what obviousness can do for a subject, what is involved in the epistemic components

of obviousness, and how to make a proposition obvious to a subject.
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CHAPTER TWO

Ways of Being Obvious

Sometimes things seem obvious to us, and we describe that situation using

the word ‘obvious’. For example, suppose I lose my keys, and after a long search

I realize theyve been in plain sight on the counter all along. I say, “How could

I have been so dumb?! It was obvious they were on the counter!” Or perhaps

someone wants me to give reasons for something I asserted. I respond, “You want

a proof? Isnt it just obvious?” If my interlocutor replies, “No, it’s not,” I may

respond, “Well, it’s obvious to me!” Some philosophers also use what’s obvious

when giving metaphilosophical advice. Commonsense philosophers tell us, “Always

start with what’s obvious,”1 and, “Never give up the more obvious for the less

obvious.”2 Sometimes we claim that we don’t need to argue for something because

the conclusion is obvious. Sometimes we reject another persons view because it

entails a proposition that is, to us, obviously false. And sometimes there is a debate

between two sides that rely on mutually exclusive starting points that they each

claim are obvious.

But what it is for something to be obvious is far from clear. In the next chapter,

I will try to provide some clarity by o↵ering an account of what it is for something to

be obvious. My aim in doing so is primarily metaphilosophical; it’s to make precise

what is occurring epistemically if we take the commonsense philosophers’ advice

and make the philosophers’ moves in the above paragraph. There are, however,

many ways in which things can be obvious. My task this chapter is to set up the

next chapter. I’ll do so by first making distinctions between the di↵erent ways in

1 See, for example, Ledwig (2006), 141.

2 See, for example, Kvanvig (1989), who cites Rawls (1971) and Daniels (1979) in note 5.
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which things can be obvious and identifying which distinctions make an epistemic

di↵erence. However, even among the epistemically-relevant di↵erent ways in which

things can be obvious, my focus in this dissertation will be on those ways that are

relevant to metaphilosophical issues. That is, I’m interested in what is involved

in common sense philosophers’ advice and how what is obvious can be used to

adjudicate between conflicting philosophical views.

In short, in this chapter I’ll identify what kinds of obviousness will be the focus

of this dissertation. To do this, I’ll first describe and motivate the di↵erent ways

in which things can be obvious. Next, I’ll show which di↵erences are epistemically

relevant and I’ll indicate which of these epistemically-relevant distinctions are rel-

evant to the metaphilosophical issues I’ve given above—that is, I’ll identify those

distinctions that will be the focus of this dissertation.

2.1 The Ways in which Things are Obvious

Things seem to be obvious in di↵erent ways, and when things are obvious in

one way, at least prima facie something is going on epistemically that is di↵erent

from what is going on epistemically if something is obvious in a di↵erent way. Below

I’ll give four possible distinctions between ways in which things are obvious, and

for each distinction I’ll consider first whether there is such a distinction to be made

and second whether the distinction, if there is one, makes an epistemic di↵erence. If

one of these epistemically-relevant ways is irrelevant to the metaphilosophical issues

that I’m interested in this dissertation, I’ll say so and set that way aside. By the

end of this chapter, I will have indicated the ways in which things can be obvious

that are the focus of this dissertation, viz. those ways that are relevant to the above

metaphilosophical issues.

It may be that all of the ways I’ll describe below are reducible to some common

element, such as obviousness-in-itself or some combination of the (overlapping) ways
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I give below. In fact, I will conclude at the end of this chapter that one combination

of the (overlapping) ways I give below is more fundamental and that the other

combinations are defined in terms of it. This chapter can be seen as a kind of

Aristotelian project. I begin by giving the data we are trying to explain, and I

conclude that there is a common element that at least partially explains all the

relevant data. All the combinations of epistemically-relevant ways that are relevant

to the above metaphilosophical issues are at least partially defined in terms of one

of the combinations.

Below I give exactly four distinctions between ways in which things are obvi-

ous. Consider the logical form we use when we express that something is obvious.

First, there is a subject to consider: someone to whom something is obvious. This

is to consider the distinction between when something is obvious simpliciter, which

is symbolized ‘Ox’ and when something is obvious to someone, which is symbolized

‘Oxy’. Second, I’ll need to consider the way in which something is obvious: whether

obviousness comes in degrees. This is to consider whether there is something at-

tached to the outside of ‘Ox’ or ‘Oxy’ to make the relation come in degrees. Third,

there is the thing that is obvious to consider: whether it is a proposition or some-

thing else. This is to consider x, specifically what can be substituted for it. Fourth,

there may be other relata in the obviousness relation to consider: whether there are

other places in the obviousness relation. This is to consider whether there ought to

be another place so that, for example, the relation that ‘x is obvious to y’ expresses

is ‘Oxyz’ instead of ‘Oxy’. For example, perhaps ‘x is obvious to y’ is contrastive; it

can be translated ‘x rather than z is obvious to y’, which in logical form is ‘Oxyz’.

For each of these considerations, I’ll make a distinction and then discuss whether

there is a distinction to be made, and, if there is, whether the distinction makes an

epistemic di↵erence thats relevant to my focus of this dissertation.

13



2.1.1 Absolute and Relative Obviousness

The first distinction that at least makes a prima facie epistemic di↵erence is

a distinction between whether or not there ought to be a place for the subject in

the obviousness predicate. Things are obvious in relative and absolute ways. For

example, suppose that it’s obvious that modus ponens is a valid argument form.

Nevertheless, I may not see or even know that modus ponens is a valid argument

form. Then suppose someone who is very reliable with respect to logic tells me that

it is obvious that modus ponens is a valid argument form. On her testimony, I come

to know that it is obvious that modus ponens is a valid argument form even though

it’s not obvious to me that modus ponens is a valid argument form. This example

shows that it is obvious to me is not coextensive with according to me, it is obvious.

In the example, it was not obvious to me that modus ponens is a valid argument

form, but in the example it is the case that according to me it is obvious that modus

ponens is a valid argument form. Conversely, suppose I am a genius so that some of

the most di�cult and complex argument forms are obvious to me. Nevertheless, it

may be the case that according to me they are not obvious. When teaching a class,

I can truthfully say to my class that the complex argument forms are not obvious,

even though they are obvious to me. To say that something is obvious to me is

to express a kind of personal obviousness that I call ‘relative obviousness’ to better

contrast it with absolute obviousness. Given the examples above, this distinction

seems clearly to make an epistemic di↵erence. Further, both of these ways seem at

least initially relevant to important metaphilosophical issues, so I will need to give

an account of each of these ways below.

2.1.2 Graded Obviousness

Second, we sometimes make graded obviousness claims. Perhaps it’s the case

that even within the class of those propositions that we take to be obvious, some
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are more obvious to me than others. For example, commonsense philosophers tell

us, “Never give up the more obvious for the less obvious,” and in response to an

important point, an objector may respond, “Thats not as obvious to me as it is to

you,” or “Thats not as obvious as it needs to be.”

Here’s an objection that even though we make graded obviousness claims,

obviousness isn’t actually graded. When someone says, “p is less obvious (or less

obvious than it needs to be),” what that person means is that that p is not obvious at

all. Heres an analogy. Suppose we need a cornerstone for a building to be perfectly

square. Someone shows me the cornerstone. Suppose I say of the cornerstone, “It’s

not as square as it needs to be,” or “It’s less square to me than it is to you.”

Both of my statements really mean that the cornerstone is not square at all. I’m

weakening my language so as to blunt the force of the proposition I’m expressing.

So, obviousness is not graded even though we may use the term ‘obvious’ in graded

ways.

I have two replies. First, even granting the objector’s point that what is less

obvious is not, in fact, obvious, our use of ‘obvious’ in graded ways still indicates

something epistemically important about obviousness. Sometimes when we say ‘p

is not as obvious as q’ we do not mean only to express that p is not obvious. When

we’re told not to give up the more obvious for the less obvious, for example, we’re

not simply to take it as a rule that we should not give up what is obvious for what

is not obvious. There are some propositions that are closer to being obvious than

others, even if the former propositions are not obvious at all. Being obvious, then,

is approachable; some propositions are closer to having that status than others. For

example, when we’re told not to give up the more obvious for the less obvious, we’re

to understand that some propositions more closely approach the status of being

obvious than others, and those that are closer (or which are obvious) should not

be denied in order to a�rm a proposition that is further away from being obvious.
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This approachability requirement will provide a necessary condition for the account

of what it is to be obvious I’ll give in chapter 2. If the account of what it is to be

obvious entails that other things aren’t closer or farther away from being obvious,

theres something wrong with the account. In chapter 2, after I give the account, I

will address what makes it so that one proposition is closer to or further away from

being obvious than another.

Another reply does not grant the objector’s point. Perhaps an account of what

it is for something to be obvious needs to allow for obviousness to be gradeable. If

obviousness were gradeable, we could take “p is less obvious (or less obvious than it

needs to be),” at face value—that p is obvious, but less so—instead of taking it to

mean that p is not obvious at all.

It is di�cult to determine whether to adopt the first or second reply to the

above objection. If we adopt the first reply, we take obviousness not to be graded

and provide an error theory: what people’s sentences express when they say, e.g.

“p is less obvious” is that p is not obvious at all, and we appeal to other examples

like the cornerstone example to explain why that way of using language is at least

sometimes appropriate. If we adopt the second reply, we take the statements at face

value and so take obviousness to be graded. Which reply should we adopt? Suppose

we want to give an account of what it is for something to be square. We should

adopt something like the first reply. Things are either square or not square, even

though we use graded language. Suppose we want to give an account of what it is

for something to be hot. Then we should adopt something like the second reply.

Things are more or less hot, and we use graded language to describe hotness, too.

Its di�cult to tell whether obviousness is more like squareness or hotness. Since its

di�cult to tell, which side we take should not be a constraint on what the account

is; rather an account of what it is for something to be obvious will help us decide
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which side to take. It should be a constraint, however, that obviousness is either

approachable or graded, without which neither reply would be available.

2.1.3 Non-propositional Obviousness

Third, perhaps what is obvious to a subject is not always a proposition. Some

views have obvious consequences, a defendants guilt can be obvious, and in some

cases theres no obvious procedure for arriving at an agreement. How will an ac-

count of what it is for something to be obvious deal with these cases? Perhaps an

instructive start will be to consider an analogy with knowledge. We can know the

obvious consequences of a view, we know of a defendant that he is guilty, and we

can fail to know the procedure for arriving at agreement. One way to deal with at

least some of these cases in the literature on knowledge is by making a distinction

between knowledge de re and knowledge de dicto. Knowledge de dicto is knowledge

that takes a proposition as its object, and knowledge de re is knowledge with respect

to a thing that it has a certain property. Intuitively, someone can have knowledge

de re without having the corresponding knowledge de dicto. For example, I can

point to someone in the courtroom, not knowing that he is the defendant, and know

that he (the person to whom Im pointing) is guilty. In this case, I have de re

knowledge—I know of the defendant that he is guilty—without the corresponding

de dicto knowledge—I dont know that it is the defendant that is guilty. Similarly,

it may be obvious to me that the person to whom Im pointing—who happens to be

the defendant—is guilty without it being obvious to me that the defendant is guilty.

So, just as there is knowledge de dicto and knowledge de re, there is obviousness de

dicto and obviousness de re. In the knowledge literature, there is disagreement as to

what it is to have knowledge de re, but the general agreement is that when a subject

has knowledge de re with respect to an object, the subject bears some kind of causal

relationship or relationship of acquaintance to the object and the subject also has
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some de dicto knowledge in which the subject attributes a property to the object in

some way suitably connected to the relationship the subject has to the object.3 For

example, when I am pointing to the person in the courtroom, I have some sort of

causal or acquaintance relationship to the person to whom I’m pointing, and I know

that the person to whom I’m pointing is guilty. So, the general agreement is that

de re knowledge involves some de dicto knowledge plus some causal relationship or

relation of acquaintance. It is also the general agreement that an account of de dicto

knowledge does not involve an account of de re knowledge.4 If similar considera-

tions apply to obviousness, an account of obviousness de re will include obviousness

de dicto, but an account of obviousness de dicto will not include obviousness de re.

De dicto obviousness, then, seems primary. On the other hand, even if the general

agreement is incorrect, I will focus on obviousness de dicto. The metaphilosophical

issues above seem to be clear cases of obviousness de dicto. Further, the same issues

that arise for the relationship between knowledge de dicto and knowledge de re will

likely arise for the relationship between obviousness de dicto and obviousness de re,

3 Chisholm (1976), Lewis (1979), Kaplan (1968), Sosa (1970) & (1971), and Hintikka (1971)
all endorse accounts according to which knowledge de re is defined in terms of knowledge de dicto.
That is, if S knows of an individual x that it has the property F, then there is some Y (depending
on the theory: thing with which S is acquainted, description, individual essence) such that x is Y
and S knows that Y is F. Some views of what Y is: Lewis (541–2) holds that it is a description
that captures the essence of x or an acquaintance relation the subject bears to x, Kaplan (197–203)
holds that it is something we are en rapport with or have a causal relation with, and Sosa gives two
accounts, one in which it is something with which we have a relation that is pragmatically variant
and another in which it is something denoted by the singular term in the sentence expressing the
proposition the subject knows. Chisholms reductive account (16) di↵ers from the others: he holds
that S knows of x that it has F i↵ S knows a proposition that implies that x is F. See Wierenga
(2008, 134) for a short summary of the general agreement.
It is worth noting that this general agreement is endorsed by those who hold a latitudinarian view
(in which de re belief is a consequence of a de dicto belief whose expression contains a singular
term denoting the object of the de re belief) and those who hold a classical view (in which de re
belief is not such a consequence). The issue here is whether having a de re belief requires having
a de dicto belief, not whether having a de re belief is a consequence of having a certain kind of de
dicto belief. (For the distinction, see Baker (1982, 363–6)).

4 One attempt to define knowledge de dicto in terms of knowledge de re is rebutted by
Chisholm (1976, 5 and footnote 7). According to this attempt, to believe that Socrates is mortal
is at least to believe with respect to the proposition Socrates is mortal, that it is true. But one can
believe that Socrates is mortal without believing that the proposition Socrates is mortal is true.
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so once I’ve provided an account of obviousness de dicto, the considerations in the

knowledge literature can be applied, mutatis mutandis, to obviousness to arrive at

an account of obviousness de re.

There are other kinds of knowledge that aren’t propositional. For example,

there is knowledge de te and know-how. My knowing my wife involves more than

my knowing some propositions. Also, knowing how to do something involves more

than knowing some propositions. Perhaps there is obviousness de te just like there

is knowledge de te, and perhaps there is obvious-how just like there is know-how.

For example, some car problems have an obvious fix, some conversations have an

obvious stopping point, and sometimes a procedure isn’t obvious. There may be

even more ways in which things are known besides those I’ve already mentioned.

Similarly, there may be other ways in which things are obvious.

In this dissertation, I’m only interested in giving an account of propositional

obviousness. Though other ways in which things can be obvious are interesting, in

this dissertation, I’m interested in giving an account of the kind of obviousness that is

relevant to the metaphilosophical issues above, e.g. what commonsense philosophers

are talking about when they give their advice. When we’re told to begin with what’s

obvious and not to give up the more obvious for the less obvious, we are not being told

to begin with something were acquainted with or some skill we have, for example.

(We also aren’t being told to begin with obviousness de re.) Instead, we’re told to

begin with obvious propositions. We can then connect those propositions in the right

ways with other propositions in order to adjudicate between two philosophical views

or build up a case for our own view in order to discover what to believe. Since this

is the goal of this dissertation, I’ll focus on propositional obviousness and leave the

interesting task of giving an account of these other forms of obviousness for another

place.
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2.1.4 Contrastive Obviousness

Fourth, perhaps the relative obviousness relation contains a third place.

Jonathan Scha↵er’s view is the closest to such a view. Scha↵er opposes the view

that knowledge is a binary relation, a relation between a subject and a proposition—

Ksp. Rather, its a three-place relation—Kspq. That is, its not the case that someone

simply knows a proposition. Rather, someone knows a proposition contrasted with

another (disjunctive) proposition. What stands in the third place determines what

the target proposition is contrasted with.5 What’s of interest to us here is whether

Scha↵ers arguments for contrastivism about knowledge can support contrastivism

about obviousness. I’ll argue that it can’t. To do this, I’ll first give Scha↵er’s

arguments for contrastivism about knowledge, and I’ll reply to them. Then I’ll

see if Scha↵er’s arguments can support contrastivism about relative obviousness.

Regarding contrastivism about knowledge, Scha↵er is clear about the virtues of a

binary view of the knowledge relation: it is “intuitively plausible and theoretically

elegant.” (2007, 386) Scha↵er thinks, though, that a third place is needed to un-

5 On Scha↵er’s initial view (in his 2005), to know the answer to the question is to know
the relevant true proposition (in the case of Q1, it is a goldfinch) contrasted with the relevant
alternatives, where the relevant alternatives are disjoined and included in the third place in the
knowledge relation (in the case of Q1, it is a raven). On Scha↵ers later view (in his 2007), the
third place doesn’t contain a disjunction of all the relevant alternatives; rather, it contains the
question that specifies what alternatives are relevant. Scha↵er says (2007, footnote 15) that this
latter account is “in essence, a contrastive account of knowledge-wh.” The di↵erence between the
accounts, he says, is epistemically inert: you know in both cases—in which the proposition is the
correct answer to the question and in which the proposition is contrasted with the proposition that
is a disjunction of all the relevant alternatives. In his 2009, Scha↵er uses the two interchangeably.
Here’s the di↵erence between the earlier and later view: having a question in the third place
includes a partition of the contrast space, whereas having a proposition in the third place doesn’t.
Here’s an example where the contrast space is partitioned by the question:

(1) Is Sam less than six feet tall, between six and seven feet tall, or greater than seven feet
tall?

(2) Is Sam less than six feet tall, between six feet and six-and-a-half feet tall, between six-
and-a-half and six-and-three-quarters feet tall, or greater than six-and-three-quarters feet
tall?

In both cases, the subject knows that Sam is 5 feet tall, but Scha↵er thinks the knowledge state
when a subject knows the answer to 1 is distinct from the subject’s state when she knows the
answer to 2. But...although they’re distinct, they both “collapse into the same contrastive state
Kspq”. (2007, 392, footnote 15).
Since Scha↵er uses the two views interchangeably in his 2009, Ill do the same here.
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derstand certain data. (2012, 414) So unless Scha↵ers arguments compel us to hold

that knowledge is a ternary relation, it’s best to stick with the view that it’s binary.

The problem of convergent knowledge. First, I’ll address the most well-known of

these arguments, the “problem of convergent knowledge”. In fact, while responding

to Kallestrup (2009)’s proposed solution to the problem, Scha↵er (2009) expands the

scope of the problem of convergent knowledge. I’ll give a solution to the problem in

a way that escapes even the expanded version.

Here are some questions someone could ask someone who is looking at a bird:

Q1 Is that a goldfinch rather than a raven?

Q2 Is that a goldfinch rather than a canary?

There are knowledge-wh sentences that denote the questions above and express

that the subject knows the answer to them:

WH1 S knows whether that is a goldfinch rather than a raven.

WH2 S knows whether that is a goldfinch rather than a canary.6

Scha↵er (2007) says that if the binary view is correct, there is one knowledge-that

sentence that expresses that the subject knows the answer to Q1 and Q2:

Binary 1 S knows that that is a goldfinch.

If Scha↵er is correct about this, since WH1 and WH2 both express that the subject

knows the answer to Q1 and Q2, on the binary view, when S knows WH1, S also

knows WH2—WH1 and WH2 are convergent. Scha↵er then gives arguments that

WH1 and WH2 are not convergent: WH1 can be true while WH2 is false. Here they

are. First, answering Q1 is easy, but answering Q2 is hard. Second, the method

used to answer Q1 and the method used to answer Q2 are incommensurate. One

involves simply looking; the other involves more-complex bird identification. Third,

6 I’ve rephrased Scha↵ers formulations of the questions and the resulting answers from his
formulations in (Scha↵er, 2005, 241) and (Scha↵er, 2007, 348) which were not contrastive but were
rather disjunctions.
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answering Q2 requires a di↵erent level of expertise than answering Q1. Anyone can

answer Q1, but Q2 may require an ornithologist. Fourth, intuitively 1 and 2 can

have di↵erent truth values.7 So, knowledge isn’t binary.8

The problem of nearly-convergent knowledge. There is a problem with Scha↵ers

argument that Kallestrup (2009) exploits. Its puzzling why the proponent of binarity

would accept that Binary1 is the right way to formulate the sentence that expresses

that S knows the answer to Q1 and Q2. Jonathan Kvanvig (2013) proposes that there

are many answers to Q1. For example: “It is a goldfinch,” “It is not a raven,” “It is a

goldfinch and not a raven,” and “Yes.” As Kvanvig and Kallestrup propose, it would

be best to answer in the way that is the most informative answer to the question

without adding irrelevant information. Kallestrup proposes such a solution:9 the

knowledge-that sentences expressing that the subject knows the answers to Q1 and

Q2 are di↵erent.

Binary2 S knows that that is a goldfinch and not a raven.

Binary3 S knows that that is a goldfinch and not a canary.

7 Scha↵er claims that this is fourth point is confirmed experimentally (Scha↵er, 2007, 390
and ftnt 11) and (Scha↵er and Knobe, 2012).

8 Of course, if one instance of knowledge is ternary, all instances of knowledge are ternary.
Baumann (2008) argues against the view that if there is one instance of knowledge that is three-
place, then every instance of knowledge is three-place, and Scha↵er (2007, 413-4) replies persua-
sively.

9 Kvanvig (2013) also proposes this solution without committing to it. Given Scha↵ers reply
to Kallestrup in (Scha↵er, 2009, 492), Scha↵er takes Kallestrup to be proposing that knowledge-wh
sentences denoting contrastive questions have a disjunctive proposition in their second place (con-
taining a�rmations of some true answers, negations of salient false answers) but that corresponding
knowledge-that sentences only have some true answers in their second place. Kallestrup (2009, 472)
seems to deny this, though. Heres Kallestrup: “So, to sum up, if p is true, then K(whether-p-or-q)
reduces to K(p-and-not-a), where p-and-not-q is the true, maximally informative, answer to the
indirect question: is-p-or-q?”
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Of course, if S knows the bird is not a raven but doesnt know its not a canary,

Binary2 is true and Binary3 is false. Since the truth values can be di↵erent, under

Kallestrups proposal, a binary view of knowledge doesnt require that WH1 and WH2

are convergent.

Scha↵er (2009) responds: on Kallestrups view, WH1 and WH2 are nearly-

convergent. Knowledge-wh propositions are nearly convergent if knowing the an-

swers to the questions they denote are a few quick closure steps away from each

other. On Kallestrups view, knowing the answer to the question WH2 denotes (Q2)

is a few quick closure steps away from knowing the answer to the question WH1

denotes (Q1). Suppose I know that that is a goldfinch and not a raven. I know that

if that is a goldfinch and not a raven, then thats a goldfinch. I also know that if

anything is a goldfinch, its not a canary. So I know thats not a canary. I know,

then, that thats a goldfinch and not a canary. So if I know the answer to Q1, then

I only need to use some other propositions I know quite easily (e.g. if something is

a goldfinch, its not a canary) and go through a few quick logical steps to know the

answer to Q2. Since the answer to Q2 is a couple quick closure steps away from the

answer to Q1, WH1 and WH2 are nearly convergent.

Scha↵er maintains that his arguments for the non-convergence of WH1 and

WH2 also support the non-near -convergence of WH1 and WH2. First, knowing the

answer to Q1 is easy, but knowing the answer to Q2 is hard. Its harder to know

that thats a goldfinch rather than a canary than it is to know that thats a goldfinch

rather than a raven. On Kallestrups proposal, though, its quite easy to know the

former if you know the latter. If you know that thats a goldfinch and not a raven

in the garden, its easy to go through the closure steps to come to know that thats a

goldfinch and not a canary. Second, the method used to answer Q1 and the method

used to answer Q2 are incommensurate. One involves simply looking; the other

involves more-complex bird identification. But if Kallestrups proposal is correct, if
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you do some simple looking to come to know the answer to Q1, you can, by some

quick closure steps, come to know the answer to Q2 without doing any complex

bird-identification. Third, answering Q2 requires a di↵erent level of expertise than

answering Q1. Anyone can answer Q1, but Q2 may require an ornithologist. But if

Kallestrups proposal is correct, once someone knows the answer to Q1, she can be

a non-ornithologist and go through the quick closure steps to easily come to know

the answer to Q2. Fourth, intuitively someone shouldnt be able to know the answer

to Q2 by knowing the answer to Q1 then doing some quick logical operations.

Let us call Scha↵ers expansion of the problem “the problem of nearly-convergent

knowledge.” If any binary view of knowledge is to overcome the problems Scha↵er

has for it, the answers to Q1 and Q2—and any other questions that can be used to

make Scha↵ers arguments work—cant be quick closure steps away from each other.

A solution to the problem of nearly-convergent knowledge. Kallestrups view got

its motivation by holding that if I know the answer to Q1, then I know that thats a

goldfinch rather than a raven. The di�culty is in discovering how to interpret ‘thats

a goldfinch rather than a raven’. Kallestrup interpreted this as Binary2. I propose

instead to interpret it as a conditional. Before saying precisely what this conditional

is, Ill give the motivation for my view.

Following Scha↵er, suppose the ‘rather than’ locution sets o↵ other alternatives

so that you can model the question—say, Q1—that contains that locution as a

multiple choice question. Scha↵er represents Q1 like this:

(Multiple Choice Question 1) What bird is that?

A. That’s a goldfinch.

B. That’s a raven.

Answering this question is easy, because to answer it, all you have to do is elimi-

nate B. Of course, one can answer this question without treating it as a multiple
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choice question or without thinking about option B—there are many answers to the

question. We want an informative and non-redundant answer. In order to give an

informative and non-redundant answer, we should give an answer that best matches

the structure of the question being asked. Whats interesting about Q1 is that it

explicitly represents the options on the model of a multiple choice question, which

makes the answer easier to come by—all you have to do is eliminate B, which is the

only relevant alternative. Scha↵er proposes that our answer matches Q1s structure

by adding a third place to the knowledge relation, where the third place determines

all and only the relevant alternatives to the target proposition. I propose that our

answer matches Q1s structure by encoding the structure of the question in the an-

tecedent of a conditional in which the target proposition is the consequent. Here are

some options for what the answer can be:

Option 1 If the right way to ask the question is represented by (Multiple

Choice Question 1), then that is a goldfinch.

Option 2 If the only option I have to know to be false is that that is a raven

in order to know that that is a goldfinch, then that is a goldfinch.

There may be other options. In any case, the questioner asks a contrastive ques-

tion, and this may or may not be the right question to ask. The answer to these

contrastive questions, on my view, is a conditional whose antecedent both indicates

the structure of the question and compares it to the right question to be asked and

whose consequent is the target proposition. In this way, the answerer, by eliminating

the alternatives determined by the question, knows the target proposition provided

that the question the questioner asked is the right question to ask. This leaves open

the possibility that the question is the wrong question to ask, and although Q1, for

example, is set up as (Multiple Choice Question 1), that may not be the right way

to represent the question.
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The conditionals above don’t need to be material conditionals. If they were,

someone (say, a Moorean) who thinks a multiple-choice question is never the right

way to ask the question could correctly answer with a conditional whose consequent

is “that is a goldfinch” and with a conditional whose consequent is “that is not a

goldfinch”. But it seems that if one of those conditionals is the right answer, the

other one isn’t. In any case, I dont intend on being committed to it being the

case that both of those conditionals are the right answer. Instead, I intend the

above conditionals to be the conditional of ordinary language. Its not clear that

the truth conditions for an ordinary-language conditional are the same as that of

a material conditional. For example, perhaps an ordinary-language conditional can

be false even if the antecedent is false. Those who want to prevent the result in this

paragraph can take the above ordinary-language conditional to be di↵erent than a

material conditional, but those who arent bothered by the result in this paragraph

can maintain that the ordinary-language conditional is the material conditional or

that the above conditionals are material conditionals. What matters for my purposes

is that answers to contrastive questions are conditionals.

The view I’ve proposed matches what answerers are doing when they’re asked

multiple choice questions. The answerer, by providing an answer, plays the ques-

tioner’s game by supposing that the structure of the question is the correct one

without thereby committing herself to its legitimacy, and by playing the questioner’s

game the answerer can truthfully give the target proposition in the answer—but she

does this under the assumption that the questioner’s question was the right question

to ask. She can do this even if she knows the question isn’t the right question to

ask, and if my view is correct, all of this is encoded in the answer to the contrastive

question.

Here’s a quick objection: Intuitively, a conditional isn’t an answer to Q1.

The answer is ‘that’s a goldfinch,’ not a conditional with ‘that’s a goldfinch’ as the
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consequent. In reply, I ask: what is the motivation for thinking that a conditional

isn’t an answer—and the most informative answer? Perhaps the motivation is that

in colloquial speech, “Thats a goldfinch” is usually all that’s given in reply to Q1

when its asked. On my view, the antecedent is often elided in colloquial speech. It

makes sense to elide the antecedent. The antecedent conveys information that is

already assumed in the context in which the question is asked, so to utter it would

violate Grices Maxim of Relation: be relevant. (1975, 46) As we would expect if my

view is correct, this maxim is cancellable in colloquial speech. In contexts where

the structure of the question isnt clear, or where someone frames the question in an

unusual way, the answerer may make explicit the setup of the question by stating the

antecedent. For example, if someone asks a question with an unusual alternative (e.g.

“Is that a goldfinch or a beached whale?”), we would expect someone to answer with

a conditional: “If that’s the right way to set up the question, then such-and-such,”

or, “Such-and-such, if youve set up the question correctly.”

My view overcomes Scha↵ers problem of nearly-convergent knowledge, because

on my view, WH1 and WH2 are not nearly convergent: the answers to Q1 and Q2

are not quick closure steps away from each other. For example, (using option 2

above) I cannot use any true closure principle to argue from ‘I know that: if the

only option I have to know to be false is that that is a raven in order to know that

that is a goldfinch, that is a goldfinch’ to ‘I know that: if the only option I have to

know to be false is that that is a canary in order to know that that is a goldfinch,

then that is a goldfinch’, because I might know that the animal is not a raven but

not know its not a canary. So, answering Q2 is harder than answering Q1 in the

same way it’s harder to answer on Scha↵ers view. Further, answering Q1 and Q2

does, on my view, require incommensurate tasks, because in the case of Q1 and

Q2, it may require di↵erent methods to answer (Multiple Choice Question 1) over

(Multiple Choice Question 2):
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(Multiple Choice Question 2) What bird is that?

A. That’s a goldfinch.

B. That’s a canary.

Likewise, it may require a di↵erent method to come to know the bird isnt a canary

than it takes to come to know the bird isnt a raven. Also, answering Q1 and Q2 also

requires di↵erent levels of expertise, because anyone can answer (Multiple Choice

Question 1), but not everyone can answer (Multiple Choice Question 2), and not

everyone who knows the bird isnt a raven knows that the bird isnt a canary. Last,

my view supports the intuition that someone can know the answer to Q1 without

knowing the answer to Q2. The view Ive given here has been applied only to Q1

and Q2 and their corresponding wh-clauses and answers, but the same view can be

easily applied, mutatis mutandis, to other contrastive questions and their correlates

as well.

Finally, the view Ive proposed supports the view that knowledge is binary.

Whats known when questions contain contrasts is a conditional. There is no need

for a third place in the knowledge relation. Note, however, that my view does not

require that all answers are conditional in form. Rather, it only requires that answers

are conditional in form only if the corresponding question contains a contrast. If

there are questions without contrasts, e.g. Is that a goldfinch?, my view is compatible

with it being that case that the proposition expressing that I know the answer to

that question is just “I know that that’s a goldfinch”, which, of course, is not a

conditional. My view, then, is compatible with Moorean dogmatism. I may just

plain know that I have hands rather than knowing I have hands as contrasted with,

say, only non-skeptical alternatives. My view is also compatible with views opposed

to Moorean dogmatism, so long as the proponents of those views can show that

every question contains at least an implicit contrast.
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In summary, Scha↵er argues that WH1 and WH2 are non-convergent because

they contain contrasts, and he uses this non-convergence to argue that knowledge

is a three-place relation. Kallestrups view puts the contrasts in the second place,

thus eliminating the need for a third place, but Scha↵er argues that on Kallestrups

view, WH1 and WH2 are nearly convergent, and his arguments against the non-

convergence of WH1 and WH2 also support the non-near-convergence of WH1 and

WH2. Ive proposed a view that also puts the contrasts in the second place, but on

my view, WH1 and WH2 are not even nearly convergent. The view Ive proposed

preserves the informativeness and relevance of answers to the question being asked,

and it preserves binarity. So, Scha↵ers problem of nearly-convergent knowledge

doesn’t succeed in showing that knowledge is contrastive. Further, since, as Scha↵er

says, the binary view of knowledge is “intuitively plausible and theoretically elegant”

(2007, 386), without further arguments, we should stick to the view that knowledge

is binary.

The problem of nearly-convergent obviousness. Scha↵er’s arguments can be

made for obviousness instead of knowledge. There are questions we can ask someone

who is looking at a bird:

Q1 Is that a goldfinch rather than a raven?

Q2 Is that a goldfinch rather than a canary?

If the answer to these questions is obvious to me, then we can adopt a modified

Kallestrupian view according to which the knowledge-that sentences expressing that

the answers to Q1 and Q2 are obvious to the subject are di↵erent.

Binary4 It is obvious to S that that is a goldfinch and not a raven.

Binary5 It is obvious to S that that is a goldfinch and not a canary.

Does Scha↵er’s problem of near convergence work against the modified Kallestru-

pian view about relative obviousness? Heres one way for Scha↵er’s argument to work:
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its the case that if, say, the answer to Q1 is obvious to a subject, she can go through

some quick closure steps to make it so that the answer to Q2 is obvious to her.

There is a problem with this: it’s unclear that there is any such closure principle

that concludes with a proposition being obvious to a subject. If there is such a

principle, there needs to be an argument for it.

But perhaps Sha↵er doesn’t need to argue that if the answer to, say, Q1

question is obvious to the subject, then she can, after a few quick closure steps,

make it so that the answer to Q2 is obvious to her. Perhaps all Scha↵er has to

maintain is that if the answer to Q1 is obvious to the subject, the subject can come

to know the answer to Q2 by virtue of going through some quick closure steps.

Scha↵er’s arguments may still work. For example, suppose it’s obvious to me that

that is a goldfinch rather than a raven. By going through some quick closure steps

I come to know that thats a goldfinch rather than a canary. Coming to know that

thats a goldfinch rather than a canary is supposed to be harder than that. It’s

also supposed to involve bird-identification and perhaps indicate that the person

who knows it is an ornithologist. But knowing the answer to Q2 doesn’t need to

involve any of this on the modified Kallestrupian view. Someone could, in reply,

contest that you can’t come to know something by using whats obvious to you in

a closure principle. It seems, however, that this reply wont succeed. It seems that

if a proposition is obvious to a subject, the subject knows that proposition, and

knowledge closure principles seem plausible: if you know p and know that p entails

q, then you know q. So it seems that a reply other than the modified Kallestrupian

view is needed to overcome Scha↵ers arguments.

A solution to the problem of nearly-convergent obviousness. The view I gave as

a solution to the problem of nearly-convergent knowledge seems also to be a solution

to the problem of nearly-convergent obviousness. If the answer to Q1 is obvious to
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me, then perhaps one of these are obvious to me:

Option 1 If the right way to ask the question is represented by (Multiple

Choice Question 1), then that is a goldfinch.

Option 2 If the only option I have to know to be false is that that is a raven

in order to know that that is a goldfinch, then that is a goldfinch.

This view overcomes Scha↵er’s argument against the binarity of relative obviousness

in the same way that my view above overcame Scha↵er’s argument against the

binarity of knowledge. Someone, by virtue of having Option 1 be obvious to them,

cannot, through any true closure principle, come to know that that is a goldfinch

rather than a canary. So, it is harder for you to know what the answer to Q2 is than

having the answer to Q1 be obvious to you and going through some quick closure

steps. Further, knowing the answer to Q2 may require bird-identification skills

suitable to an ornithologist—at least, not anyone with minimal logical competence

(and for whom the answer to Q1 is obvious) can know the answer.

Finally, the view I’ve proposed supports the view that relative obviousness is

binary. There is no need for a third place in the relative obviousness relation. The

view here also does not require that all answers are conditionals. Rather, it only

requires that answers are conditionals only if the corresponding question contains a

contrast. If there are questions without contrasts, e.g. Is that a goldfinch?, my view

is compatible with it being that case that the proposition expressing that the answer

to that question is obvious to me is just “It’s obvious to me that thats a goldfinch,”

which, of course, is not a conditional. It can just plain be obvious to me that I have

hands rather than it being obvious to me that I have hands as contrasted with, say,

only non-skeptical alternatives. The view Ive proposed also preserves the structure

of the question, and provides an informative answer to the question being asked. In

short, then, Scha↵ers arguments above dont succeed in showing that knowledge is

contrastive, nor do they succeed in showing that relative obviousness is contrastive.
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Scha↵er’s other arguments for contrastivity and replies. Scha↵er has three

more arguments against the view that knowledge is only a two-place relation. The

remaining three arguments are linguistic. I’ll apply them to relative obviousness.

The first is the validity of an existential generalization. The following argument is

valid:

a. It is obvious to S wh—.

b. So, there is a question whose answer is obvious to S.

So there is something in (a) that is being generalized on, which, presumably, is the

question in the third place of the relative obviousness relation. The second argument

is similar. The following substitution schema is valid:

c. It is obvious to S wh—.

d. Wh— is an ADJ (e.g. historical, scientific) question.

e. So, the answer to an ADJ question is obvious to S.

The last argument is from anaphoric reference. We say the following: “It is now

obvious to me why the sky is blue. I had wondered about it for years.” In this

sentence, the impersonal pronoun in the second sentence refers to a question that

presumably is implicit in the first sentence.

To reply to the above three linguistic arguments, I’ll o↵er a parody argument,

then I’ll show where I think the arguments have gone wrong. Suppose I’ve built a

backyard fence. The following argument seems valid:

f. S built wh—. (e.g. I built what is in the backyard, I built where my property

is.)

g. So, there is a question to which S’s building enables the answer.

For example, suppose S built what is in Ss backyard: a fence. S’s building a

fence enables the answer to a question: What is S building in Ss backyard? The

answer is: S is building a fence. In the argument (as with a–b), there is something in

(a) that is being generalized on. As in argument a–b, presumably this is a question
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in the third place of the building relation. Second, it seems that the following

substitution schema is valid:

h. S built wh—.

i. Wh— is an ADJ (e.g. historical, scientific) question.

j. So, the answer to an ADJ question is enabled by Ss building.

The last argument is from anaphoric reference. Imagine I say to my neighbor,

“I’ve been building a backyard fence,” my neighbor, who has been hearing building

sounds, may say, “I’ve been wondering about that!” where the ’that’ refers to the

question: What was he building? Or I may say to my wife, “I’ll finish building the

fence in two days.” My wife, who has been asking me when I’ll finish it, may say,

“I’ve been wondering about that,” where the ‘that’ refers to the question: When

will he finish building the fence?

One might object that the ‘that’s in my examples don’t anaphorically refer,

since it isn’t clear what it would refer to. In reply, it also isn’t clear what the ‘it’ in

“It is now obvious to me why the sky is blue. I had wondered about it for years,”

refers to. For example, does the ‘it’ refer to a question or to the sky itself? If

the ‘it’ successfully anaphorically refers, then, plausibly, the ‘that’s in the previous

paragraph also successfully anaphorically refer. If neither the ‘it’ nor the ‘that’s

successfully refer, then Scha↵ers last argument doesn’t succeed, which it is my goal

to show here.

So, if relative obviousness relations are three-place, so are building relations.

But building relations are not three-place; they’re two-place.10 So Scha↵ers ar-

guments applied to relative obviousness don’t show that the relative obviousness

relation is a three-place relation. Below I give two reasons why the three linguistic

arguments at least initially seem compelling.

10 Or at least the building relation that I’ve been discussing is. There may be some building
relations in which, e.g., I build something for someone else, and these are three-place relations. I’ve
only been using the two-place relation: Someone builds somethingBsx.
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First, Scha↵ers arguments may seem compelling because the conclusions of his

arguments are true, and since the conclusions are true, it’s tempting to think that

some content found in the conclusions needs to be found in the premises. This is a

mistake. Some arguments are valid by virtue of having a necessarily true conclusion,

but for that reason they’re trivially true. In those cases, the content found in the

conclusions do not need to be found in the premises. For example, that S knows

p entails that 2+2=4, but the content of 2+2=4 doesn’t need to be found in the

analysis of knowledge.11

But suppose you think the linguistic arguments Scha↵er gives aren’t trivially

true. In that case, I o↵er a second reply. In a footnote, Scha↵er proposes a plau-

sible reply to his linguistic arguments when they’re applied to knowledge, and a

similar solution can be used to reply to the arguments when they’re applied to rela-

tive obviousness: relative obviousness ascriptions express an existentially quantified

proposition embedding both a two-place relative obviousness relation (Osp) and that

p (which is obvious to S) is the answer to a question Q.12 That is, ’p is obvious

to S’ expresses the following proposition: 9p(Osp & p is the answer to Q). By en-

coding the question in the ascription but not in the relative obviousness relation,

we’re not committed to relative obviousness being a three-place relation, but we

are still entitled to make the inferences and anaphoric references from statements

made in the preceding three arguments. Further, we can make the same inferences

and anaphoric references regarding the building relation without committing to the

building relation being a three-place relation. This solution prevents us from having

to conclude that the relative obviousness relation and building relations are more

than two-place while accounting for all the data in the three linguistic arguments.

Since Scha↵ers linguistic arguments dont commit us to holding that the relative

11 This reply and the example are from Jon Kvanvig

12 This is the intermediate view given in Scha↵er (2007, footnote 6).
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obviousness relation is at least a three place relation, Scha↵ers linguistic arguments

dont succeed.

Scha↵er’s arguments applied to relative obviousness, then, don’t show that

relative obviousness is a three-place relation. Since it is just as plausible that a

binary view of relative obviousness is as “intuitively plausible and theoretically el-

egant” (2007, 386) as a binary view of knowledge, without further arguments, I

will maintain through the rest of this dissertation that relative obviousness is a

two-place relation. (Further, I’ll maintain that relative obvious wh— and relative

obvious-that statements express the same relation, so there is no epistemically rele-

vant di↵erence between relative obvious wh— constructions and relative obvious-that

constructions.)

In the next chapter, I’m primarily interested in what it is for a proposition to

be obvious absolutely and relatively, where the obviousness is a two-place relation

and isn’t (necessarily) graded. I’m interested in these kinds of obviousness because

these are the kinds of obviousness that are relevant to the metaphilosophical issues

above (also, these accounts will provide a good start toward providing accounts of the

other kinds of obviousness). In giving an account of what it is for a proposition to be

obvious absolutely and relatively, I will provide an account of how some propositions

are closer to being obvious than others (and, likewise, how some propositions are

closer to being obvious to me than others.) In the next chapter, then, I’ll give an

account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious relative to a subject, and I’ll

give an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious absolutely.
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CHAPTER THREE

What It Is To Be Obvious

Common sense philosophers tell us: “Always start with what’s obvious,”1

and, “Never give up the more obvious for the less obvious.”2 But, of course, one

could ask: why start with that? Why hold on to those? What does the category

obvious have that other candidate categories for starting points don’t? In the last

chapter, I showed that to answer these questions, a good start would be to have an

account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious and what it is for a proposition

to be obvious to someone. In this chapter, I’ll give and argue for these accounts.

Once I’ve given the accounts in this chapter, we’ll have something to work with

to answer the above questions, and in chapters 3 and 4, I’ll use the accounts from

this chapter to give answers to those questions. I’ll argue that the accounts in this

chapter make sense of the common sense philosophers’ advice: we ought to start

with whats obvious, and we ought not give up the more obvious for the less obvious.

In this chapter, then, I’ll give an account of what it is for a proposition to

be obvious and what it is for a proposition to be obvious to someone. In the first

section, I’ll give an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious to someone,

what I’ve called “relative obviousness” in the last chapter, and in the second section,

I’ll give an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious simpliciter, or what

I’ve called “absolute obviousness”.

3.1 Relative Obviousness

To begin the account of relative obviousness, I’ll argue that if p is obvious to

S, then S knows p. I’ll make two kinds of arguments. The first kind appeals to

1 See, for example, Ledwig (2006), 141.

2 See, for example, Kvanvig (1989), who cites Rawls (1971) and Daniels (1979) in note 5.
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cases, specifically those involving dialogues. The second kind appeals to the place

obviousness is supposed to have in epistemology.

3.1.1 Relative Obviousness Requires Knowledge

Argument by cases. Take the following dialogues about what is obvious to a

subject.

Dialogue 1: Absurd response

Wife: Why didn’t you throw away the chicken when you saw it went bad?

Husband: I didn’t know it went bad.

Wife: But wasn’t it obvious to you that it went bad as soon as you saw it?

Husband: Yes, but still, I didn’t know it went bad when I saw it.

Dialogue 2: Correct response

Husband: I think I have the measles.

Wife: Why would you think that?

Husband: Because of all these red bumps all over! Isn’t it obvious? It is to

me at least.

Wife: Let me look up what measle bumps look like. [Looks online] No,

measle bumps don’t look so large. See? [Shows husband pictures of measle

bumps]

Husband: Oh, yeah, so I don’t know. Well, maybe I still have the measles.

Wife: Is it still obvious to you that you have the measles?

Husband: No, but I guess it is still possible...

In the first dialogue, it was absurd for the husband to say that it was obvious to

him that the chicken went bad when he didn’t know that the chicken went bad. In

the second dialogue, the husband was correct to say that it wasn’t obvious to him

that he had the measles when he didn’t know it. In both cases, when p is obvious

to the husband, the husband knows p, and it would have been absurd if that were
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not assumed in the conversations. These cases provide evidence for the claim that

if p is obvious to S, then S knows p.

There are two objections I’ll raise to the above cases. The first objection is

that the above cases do not support the claim that if p is obvious to S, then S knows

p. Instead, they merely support the claim that it is infelicitous for someone to say

both that p is obvious to S and that S does not know p. Moore’s paradox shows

how these claims come apart. Suppose I were to say “p and I don’t believe p.” It is

not a contradiction for p to be true and for me not to believe p, but it is infelicitous

for me to make the statement, presumably because by asserting the first conjunct

I pragmatically impart that I believe p, then I take it back by asserting the second

conjunct. p and I dont believe p is not a contradiction, but the assertion expressing

the proposition is infelicitous. Perhaps pragmatics—not semantics—is doing all the

work in the above dialogues. So, the objection goes, p is obvious to S and S does

not know p is possible but infelicitous.

It is hard to see, though, what—besides a semantic contradiction—would make

my assertion, ‘p is obvious to me, but I don’t know p,’ infelicitous. The argument I

have given above—using dialogues to motivate a view about semantics—is the same

form of argument given by many contemporary epistemologists.3 In these argument

forms, clashes in assertions are supposed to provide evidence for the semantics of the

statements in the dialogues. In some cases, there is a pragmatic explanation for the

infelicitous clash. In other cases, the explanation for the infelicity is semantic. But

in the argument form used by the above-mentioned epistemologists, the assumption

is that the infelicity is explained by the semantics rather than the pragmatics. Those

3 E.g. Keith DeRose (1991, 597), John Hawthorne (2004, 24–28), Jason Stanley (2005, 3–
15), Jeremy Fantl and Matt McGrath (2009, 16–23), and Michael Huemer (2007, 121–4, 137–40),
among others. Here’s DeRose on this sort of methodology: “[H]ow can one discover that such a
sentence is inconsistent? A simple, but good, place to start is by noticing that such sentences sound
inconsistent. The two halves of the sentence seem, to the ears of most of us, to cancel each other
out or inexorably clash with each other. It has the feeling of a contradiction about it.” (1991, 597).
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who wish to show that the clash is explained pragmatically need to show how the

pragmatics alone explains the clash. I don’t see any plausible account available. I

give three accounts below and respond to them. I do not intend for this ordinary

language argument to be decisive, since other pragmatic explanations4 may be

available, but until they are presented, I think that this kind of argument (from

dialogues) above provides a good case that obviousness requires knowledge.

Here’s one pragmatic explanation: even though obviousness does not entail

knowledge, ‘p is obvious to me but I don’t know p’ sounds odd, because by uttering

the second conjunct I am pragmatically imparting that p is not obvious to me.

Here’s why: a vast majority of the time I don’t know p, p isn’t obvious to me. So

it seems reasonable to think that, probably, I am taking back my claim in the first

conjunct by uttering the second conjunct. As far as this pragmatic explanation goes

so far, it’s compatible with the semantic account above: since obviousness entails

knowledge, the vast majority of the time I don’t know p, p isn’t obvious to me,

so it seems reasonable to think I’m taking back my claim in the first conjunct by

uttering the second. Perhaps the proponent of this pragmatic explanation can say

that there are some cases in which p is obvious to me and I don’t know p, but

since the vast majority of the time I know p when p is obvious to me, to say ‘p is

obvious to me but I don’t know p’ is infelicitous. But of course there are many cases

where a conjunction is not infelicitous in which what we say in a second conjunct

is rare given what we say in the first. For example, it’s not infelicitous to say, “Hes

a terrible golfer, but he got a hole in one,” or, “She knows she’s lactose intolerant,

but she drinks milk regularly.” These assertions make us think someone got lucky or

that someone isn’t very smart, but they aren’t infelicitous. Similarly, if the second

conjunct is rare given the first in ‘P is obvious to me, but I don’t know p,’ this

4 These explanations are often called “warranted assertability maneuvers.” Warranted
assertability maneuvers are ways of showing why an assertion can seem false even though it is true:
the assertion is pragmatically inappropriate in most ordinary circumstances in which its asserted.
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gives us a reason to think the speaker is in a rare situation, not that what she

has asserted is infelicitous. In any case, we havent been given a reason to think

the explanation of the infelicity is entirely pragmatic. What the proponent of this

pragmatic explanation has o↵ered is instead an assertion that there are some cases

in which p is obvious to me and I don’t know p, then the proponent has o↵ered a

pragmatic explanation for the infelicity if there are such cases. We haven’t, though,

been given a reason to think there are such cases.

To be sure, the infelicity in ‘p is obvious to me but I don’t know p’ is not due

to the first conjunct alone. Sometimes it is helpful to say a proposition is obvious

to me when it is. I’ll give two reasons for this. First, it is often helpful (and not

irrelevant) to say that propositions are obvious to us in a context in which that kind

of information requested, as it is in the above dialogues. Second, a proposition may

be obvious to one person but not to another. In cases in which it’s unclear as to

whether the proposition is obvious to my dialogue partner, it may be helpful to my

dialogue partner for me to tell her that the proposition is obvious to me.

Here’s another pragmatic explanation: even though obviousness does not entail

knowledge, ‘p is obvious to me but I don’t know p’ sounds odd since it’s so rarely

uttered. But this explanation won’t work, either. Many novel sentences don’t sound

odd. More needs to be said about why a particular rarely-uttered instance of the

schema ’p is obvious to me, but I don’t know p’ sounds odd. And even if I grant

that it sounds odd, there is often a correcting procedure we employ: a ’seems-that’

construction. Sometimes we say “it seems obvious to me that...” rather than ”it is

obvious to me that...” because we want to di↵erentiate between whether something

is obvious to us and whether it might not be but seems that way. (I say more about

this below.) A reasonable position, then, is that ‘p is obvious to me, but I don’t

know p’ sounds odd because it’s missing the correcting procedure. The sentence

should be: ‘p seems obvious to me, but I don’t know p’. The sentence without
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the correcting procedure sounds odd because it’s false,5 and the sentence with the

correcting procedure doesn’t sound odd, in part because sometimes it’s true.

Last, one might claim that a subject usually knows what is obvious to her,

though this need not be the case. The constant, but perhaps not exceptionless, con-

junction of our knowledge that p when p is obvious to us explains why we mistakenly

think that we know what is obvious to us.6 In reply, this move can be made against

any account that is argued for using ordinary language. For example, someone could

claim that knowledge isn’t factive; it just happens to be that in almost all cases in

which we know, what we know is true. The error theory used in this objection seems

way too strong. If it does apply in this case, it needs to be supplemented with clear

cases in which something is obvious to us but we don’t know it; but to do that is just

to object to the account, and we might as well bypass the error theory altogether.

Perhaps this objector will object that I have loaded the examples. There are

cases in which people claim that it is obvious to them that p when p is, in fact, false.

For example, I may learn for the first time that the moon is smaller than the sun

but still say, “But it was obvious to me that the sun was smaller than the moon.”

In response, there are non-factive uses of ’know’ and its cognates, too. Suppose

I saw on a news channel overwhelming predictions that John Kerry was going to win

the 2004 presidential election. Kerry lost to George Bush Jr., and when I discover

that Bush won, I may say, “But I knew Kerry was going to win.”7 There are, in

fact, many di↵erent ways we use terms. One way to test whether someone is using a

term in the way that matches what it means is to use a ‘really’ question: “Did you

5 There are some felicitous false statements, but some false statements often sound odd
precisely because they are false. I favor the latter in the present case, because there seems to be no
advantage to uttering the false statement when one could very easily add the correcting procedure
to make the statement true.

6 Trent Dougherty made this suggestion to me in conversation.

7 This example comes from Jon Kvanvig.
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really know that Kerry was going to win?” Often the speaker who used the term

will retract or restrict its use when asked this question, e.g. “No, but I thought I

knew that...” or “No, but it seemed to me that I knew that...” or “No, but I was so

certain.” The same seems to be true of relative uses of ‘obvious’. Although we may

say that a proposition is obvious to us when we don’t know it, when we are asked,

“Is it really obvious to you that...?”, the speaker will use a di↵erent construction: a

seems–obvious construction,8 e.g. “No, but it seems obvious to me that...” Often

we make this distinction in speech before we’re questioned. When we know, for

example, that we don’t know p, instead of saying, “p is obvious to me”, we say, “p

seems obvious to me”. Similarly, if I know that p is false, I won’t say that a subject

knows p. Instead, I’ll say that it seems to the subject that she knows p. We have

these ‘seems’ constructions built into our language, and a plausible explanation of

why this is the case is so that we can use the term—‘knows’ or ‘obvious’—in a way

that matches what the term semantically expresses—which involves factivity—while

also conveying that (in the phrase including the seems-construction) we don’t intend

to convey that p is true. In the above dialogues, I have given uses of ‘obvious’ (and its

cognates) that accurately express what the speakers intended to express and which

match the semantics of the term (except in the first dialogue, when the speaker

would have used a seems-obvious construction had he used the term correctly.)

An alternative to the seems-construction response is to respond in a way similar

to the way John Hawthorne responds in a debate on epistemic modals. Hawthorne

thinks that concessive knowledge attributions (CKAs), sentences of the form ‘I know

p but it’s (epistemically) possible that not-p’, are always contradictory. A primary

piece of evidence for this claim is that the conjunction clashes, or sounds odd.9 Trent

Dougherty and Patrick Rysiew (2009) provide some cases where the conjunction

8 Barnes (1982, 28) and Black (1983, 381) also make this distinction.

9 Hawthorne (2004, 28), Lewis (1996, 550).
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doesn’t sound odd. Hawthorne (2012) responds: there are some non-core uses where

it doesn’t sound odd, but that’s because people use the terms in various ways. Some

of these are core uses, and some are non-core uses, and the cases that deserve the

treatment epistemologists give them are the core uses. Similarly, I could concede

that there are non-core uses of ‘obvious’ and its cognates, but they’re not the uses

that deserve treatment by epistemologists.

Thus concludes the first kind of argument: appeal to ordinary language. The

second kind of argument, which I’ll give next, has to do with the place obviousness

has in epistemology. I’ll give two arguments of this kind. First, I’ll argue that

obviousness plays a foundational role in forms of foundationalism that require that

the foundational propositions are known. Second, I’ll argue that plausible closure

principles that involve obviousness need also to involve knowledge.

Argument from the place obviousness has in epistemology. First, common sense

philosophers tell us to start with what’s obvious. If they’re correct, obvious propo-

sitions make up the foundations of our epistemic structure. We start with what’s

obvious and work up from there. In addition to common sense philosophers’ advice,

it’s a common assumption that if a proposition is obvious, it doesn’t require argu-

ment.10 So, if there are obvious propositions, arguably they’re at the foundations

of our epistemic structure.

The epistemic structure whose foundations are made up of obvious propositions

is not a weak foundationalist structure.11 On weak foundationalism, the foundations

are basic—that is, they are not formed on the basis of other beliefs—but they’re

10 For example, Jason Stanley at the Central American Philosophical Association: “It is
obvious to the point of not requiring argument,” (2/22/2013) and Olson’s remark quoted in the in-
troduction to this dissertation: “That you and I are animals, and not material objects of some other
sort, strikes me as so obvious that it would be quite pointless to try to argue for it.” (1995),161.

11 Weak foundationalism was categorized by Bonjour (1985), where he cites Nelson Good-
man, Roderick Firth, and Israel Sche✏er as adherents.
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not necessarily justified enough to be known. Rather, on a weak foundationalist

structure, one starts (in one sense of the term) with basic propositions, and as these

propositions and others deduced from them cohere, the coherence contributes to the

justification of the basic propositions so that the basic propositions are eventually

justified enough to be known. This sense of ‘starting with’ is not the sense common

sense philosophers are using when they advise us to start with what’s obvious. The

propositions common sense philosophers tell us to start with aren’t propositions with

just any amount of justification. For example, common sense philosophers aren’t

advising us to start with a proposition that is unlikely, even if that proposition is

basic. There is a temporal sense of ‘starting with’ a proposition, when, for example,

we start with propositions that are easy to show to be false when we’re warming up

a critical thinking class. That’s not the sense of ‘starting with’ that common sense

philosophers are using in their advice. Rather, their advice is supposed to inform us

as to what kinds of propositions we should maintain in the face of disagreement or

skeptical threats, and these propositions are those that are justified for us. So, the

propositions we should start with in the sense meant in common sense philosophers’

advice are those that are justified for us and which form the foundations of our

epistemic structure. These propositions make up the foundations of a moderate

foundationalist structure, in which the foundations are justified for us.

Moreover, if common sense philosophers’ advice serves the purpose it’s sup-

posed to serve, what we start with will support other propositions and thus help us

come to know them. It would be unhelpful to start with some propositions if we

couldn’t thereby use them to go somewhere, and the intended destination is knowl-

edge in the face of disagreement and skeptical threats; we want to know what things

we can know when others disagree with us and when our views face skeptical threats.

Common sense philosophers’ advice gives us a category of propositions we should

start with—obvious ones—that we should use to come to know other propositions
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in the face of disagreement and skeptical threats. So, given the purpose of com-

mon sense philosophers’ advice, obvious propositions make up the foundations of a

moderate foundationalist structure, and they support propositions that we come to

know on the basis of them.

If propositions of a certain kind are to make known other propositions, we first

need to know the propositions of that kind. On moderate foundationalism, for ex-

ample, we know those propositions that are both at the foundation of our epistemic

structure and which support the propositions we know on the basis of them. Just as

it’s the case that since the propositions in the superstructure get their justification

from the propositions in the substructure, the propositions in the substructure are

justified,12 it’s the case that if we know propositions in the superstructure on the

basis of propositions in the substructure, we know the propositions in the substruc-

ture. The same sort of arguments to the conclusion that propositions in the base

need to have a certain property to support the other propositions can be made for

each of the components of knowledge, if it has components. The foundations are,

as I have already said, justified. They’re believed if we are to come to know other

propositions on the basis of them, and they’re true if other propositions are true on

the basis of them. Further, they’re not Gettiered, since a well-supported epistemic

structure isn’t built on propositions for which a certain kind of luck is required. So

as long as propositions that are obvious are supposed to make up the foundations

of a moderate foundationalist epistemic structure, propositions that are obvious are

known.

If this is correct, common sense philosophers’ advice to start with what’s ob-

vious is similar to others’ advice to begin with what you know, except that perhaps

common sense philosophers have a more narrow class of propositions you should

12 This argument is made, for example, in the regress argument for skepticism, and this part
of the regress argument is accepted by almost all contemporary epistemologists.
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start with. In both cases, there is a class of propositions we’re advised to start with

that is meant to help you know other things on the basis of them, and in both cases,

we know what we’re advised to start with.

For the second argument, it is assumed in the philosophical literature that if

something is obvious to someone, it’s known by that subject. For an example, I’ll use

the literature on epistemic modality. I’ll show how this literature uses obviousness

in a closure principle in such a way that entails that relative obviousness entails

knowledge. To do this, I’ll first discuss closure principles, then I’ll discuss the way

they’re used in the literature on epistemic modality.

Epistemic closure principles seem intuitively plausible. For example, take the

following form of a closure principle:

(A) If S knows p and S X’s that p entails q, then S knows q.

Suppose Xing is knowing. That is,

(B) If S knows p and S knows that p entails q, then S knows q.

(B) is intuitively plausible, but it has counterexamples.13 The counterex-

amples are available either because 1) the antecedent is missing something or 2)

knowledge is too weak. For an example of 1, I may know p and (p entails q) with-

out connecting those ideas in the right kind of way so as to know q. For these

kinds of reasons, closure principles have been replaced by transmission principles,

which involve S’s competently deducing q from p. In this section, I’ll ignore coun-

terexamples of type 1, since they’ve been addressed in the literature on knowledge

closure/transmission principles already.14 Instead, I’ll focus on counterexamples of

13 There are some other counterexamples, e.g. those that involve S not believing p when
S knows that p entails q. Closure principles are replaced by epistemic transmission principles to
prevent these counterexamples. In subsequent chapters, I use transmission principles instead of
closure principles, but for now I’ve chosen closure principles, since they’re simpler.

14 See, for example, Hawthorne (2004, ch. 1), which many take to be a successful defense of
a refined knowledge closure/transmission principle.
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type 2: knowledge is too weak. There is no disagreement that if something is substi-

tuted for X, it needs to entail knowledge. There are, for example, counterexamples

to the following closure principle (C) precisely because what is substituted for X is

too weak:

(C) If S knows p and S justifiably believes that p entails q, then S knows q.

There are counterexamples in cases where S’s justified belief that p entails q is false.

Any closure principle that substitutes for X components that don’t together amount

to knowledge will likewise have counterexamples. So, X needs at least to entail

knowledge, even if knowledge alone is too weak to prevent counterexamples of type

2.

Here is a relatively uncontroversial closure principle that isn’t susceptible to

counterexamples due to a weakness in what’s substituted for X:

(D) If S knows p and it is obvious to S that p entails q, then S knows q.

(D) is initially plausible, and it is assumed without argument by many contemporary

epistemologists, especially those working on epistemic modality. To show this will

take a little work. First, consider the standard account of epistemic possibility:

(Standard account) q is epistemically possible for S just in case what S

knows doesn’t entail, in a way that is obvious to S, not-q.15

For example, suppose I know that the utensil in front of me is a metal fork, and

suppose it’s obvious to me that the utensil in front of me is a metal fork entails

15 I take this account straight from Stanley (2005), but it is also endorsed by John Hawthorne.
Stanley (2005, 128): “(Epistemic Possibility*) It is possibleA that p is true if and only if what A
knows does not, in a manner that is obvious to A, entail not-p.”
Hawthorne (2004, 26): “It is possible that p for S at t (There is a chance that p for S at t) i↵ p is
[obviously] consistent with what S knows at t.” Hawthorne suggests the square bracket insertion
to allow the truth of ‘Goldbach’s conjecture might be true and might be false’ when I say it even
if what I know entails that Goldbach’s conjecture is, say, true. The truth of Goldbach’s conjecture
may be entailed by what I know, but since it’s not obviously consistent with what I know its falsity
is still epistemically possible for me.
There are some other closure principles in the neighborhood that are used in the literature, e.g.
“The belief I end up with is true, and I can see that it is obvious entailed by things that I know,
so it is surely justified as well.” (Reed, 2012, 590)
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the utensil in front of me is not a plastic fork. In this case, it is not epistemically

possible for me that the utensil in front of me is a plastic fork, since what I know

obviously (to me) entails its negation.

Why do proponents of the standard account hold that what S knows needs to

not obviously entail not-q? Why don’t they endorse the following account?

(Non-standard account) q is epistemically possible for S just in case what

S knows doesn’t entail, to S’s knowledge, not-q.

According to this non-standard account, q is epistemically possible just in case it’s

not the case that:

a) S knows p and

b) S knows that p entails q.

(Non-standard account) fails precisely because it includes an epistemic closure prin-

ciple that has counterexamples. The counterexamples are cases in which S knows p,

S knows that p entails q, but S doesn’t know q. This is bad for the non-standard

account. Here’s why. Every proponent of a knowledge-based account of epistemic

possibility holds the following:

(Uninteresting) q is epistemically possible for S only if S does not know

not-q.16

To proponents of the standard account, (Uninteresting) is a datum, but it is,

as the name suggests, uninteresting. It doesn’t give us a verdict in cases like the

one I gave earlier, in which I know Harry is a zebra. In that case, I want to know

whether it’s epistemically possible for me that Harry is a painted mule. Harry is

a zebra is a di↵erent proposition than Harry is a painted mule. We want a view

16 For example, Hawthorne (2012, 493): “[I]n its core epistemic use, ‘Might P’ is true in a
speaker’s mouth only if the speaker does not know that not-P.”
Dodd (2011, 3): “p is epistemically possible for S only if S doesn’t know the contradictory of p to
be true.”
Anderson (2014, 1): “If S knows p, then ‘it might be that ⇠p’ is false for S.”
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of epistemic possibility that tells us whether something is epistemically possible

in the more interesting cases in which the propositions are di↵erent. To do this,

we use (Uninteresting) above, but we need to somehow connect the cases where

the propositions are di↵erent to (Uninteresting), in which the propositions are the

same. To make the connection, proponents of the standard account use the following

method. Suppose we want a verdict on whether q is epistemically possible for S.

(1) First, list what S knows.

(2) Second, devise some principle by which it is determined whether or not,

based on what S knows, S knows q.

(3) If S knows q, q is not epistemically possible for S (because of (Uninterest-

ing))17

(Non-standard account) doesn’t satisfy the method because of counterexamples (of

type 2) to (B). If the non-standard account were true, since there are counterexam-

ples (of type 2) to (B), possibly: S knows p, S knows p entails q, but S does not

know q. Since S doesn’t know q, the proponent of the standard account can’t use

(Uninteresting) to show that q isn’t epistemically possible for S.

On the other hand, (Standard account) allows the proponent of the standard

account to use (Uninteresting) to show that q is not epistemically possible for S.

They can do this precisely because there are no counterexamples (of type 2) to (D).

That is, modulo counterexamples of type 1, which are ignored in the literature on

epistemic modality and here, in every case in which both S knows p and it is obvious

to S that p entails q, S knows q. According to (Standard account), q is epistemically

possible just in case it’s not the case that:

17 The method I’ve just proposed (of connecting interesting cases to uninteresting ones) seems
to be the only method used by proponents of a knowledge-based account of epistemic possibility,
because after the method above is executed as I conclude it is, proponents of a knowledge-based
account use a biconditional rather than a one-way arrow, but they would use a one-way arrow if
they used another method. So, we can add to the numbered list above:
(a) If S doesn’t know q, q is epistemically possible for S.
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d) S knows p and

e) it is obvious to S that p entails q.

(Standard account) would fail in all the same places as (Non-standard account) if

there were counterexamples (of type 2) to the closure principle involved. Instead,

proponents of the standard account use (D) because it is much less controversial

than (B). (D), unlike (B), has no counterexamples (of type 2).

So, (D) is a much more secure closure principle than (B), since it substitutes

obviousness, instead of knowledge, for X. But whatever closure principle is more

secure than (B) needs to substitute for X something that entails knowledge. So it

is assumed by those working in epistemic modality that if p is obvious to S, then S

knows p.18

So, since relative obviousness fits best in dialogues in which obviousness re-

quires knowledge and epistemologists—at least those working in epistemic modality,

as I’ve shown—assume that relative obviousness entails knowledge, without argu-

ment to the contrary, we have good reasons to believe that if p is obvious to S, then

S knows p.

3.1.2 Relative Obviousness Requires More Than Mere Knowledge

The additional requirement. Relative obviousness requires knowledge, but

there are cases in which someone knows a proposition but that proposition isn’t

obvious to her. So obvious knowledge—cases in which a proposition is obvious to a

subject, and thus known by the subject—is a particular kind of knowledge. What

kind of knowledge is it? In

18 Black (1983) argues that if a proposition is obvious, then it’s known, but she then says
that obviousness is a limiting case of knowledge and perhaps isn’t knowledge at all but “better
than knowledge.” (382)
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this section I’ll first say what kind of knowledge it is, argue for my account, then

consider objections to the account.

The account below is motivated in part by the fact that obviousness is supposed

to do work that (fallible) knowledge can’t. I propose that obvious knowledge is

knowledge that is immune to a certain kind of defeat. In what follows, I’ll say more

about what this defeat—and defeat in general—is and why I think this is the kind

of knowledge relative obviousness is. First, here’s the account:

(Obvious to S) p is obvious to S =df

S knows p,

where Ss knowledge is a kind of knowledge that is immune to under-

cutting defeat.19

Before I say more about the details of the account, I’ll give some examples

to show the work the second condition can do. (That the second condition allows

relative obviousness to do this work will be an argument for this condition below.)

It’s obvious to me that I’m a human. If someone who is usually very reliable

about the following told me that there are 100 times more non-human animals who

think they are humans than there are humans who think they’re humans, it seems

19 I hold (and will throughout assume) that all evidence is basic evidence. (This is taken
for granted by formal epistemologists and is argued for by Littlejohn (2011) and Dougherty
(Dougherty).) There’s reason to think that propositions that are supported by basic evidence
and which support other propositions are not part of the subject’s evidence: there’s evidence for
those propositions. Plausibly, if there is evidence for a proposition, that proposition isn’t evi-
dence for a di↵erent proposition, otherwise we would double-count evidence. These intermediate
propositions are, then, not part of our evidence; they’re lemmas.
If the reader disagrees and so holds that intermediate propositions are evidence, the account should
be modified by adding the following to the second condition: “...and S’s justification for S’s evidence
for p is immune to undercutting defeat, and S’s justification for S’s evidence for S’s evidence for
p (if there is any) is immune to undercutting defeat, and so on.” In this way, the account above
can be easily modified while still retaining the main idea of the first paragraph in this footnote.
Nevertheless, I’ll continue to use the wording in the account in the main text both because I think
all evidence is basic evidence, and even if it isn’t, the wording I’ll use is both simple and can be
easily reworded in what follows.
At the end of this section, I address objections according to which there ought to be an additional
necessary condition.
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to me that I would still be justified in believing that I’m a human. The fact that

animals who think they’re humans are less than 1

Suppose we modified the example so that my informant says there’s a 0%

chance that I’m correct in believing I’m a human. In this case, I can’t think I’m

in the small minority (the less-than 1%). Instead, if it’s obvious to me that I’m

a human, I’m justified in thinking my informant is incorrect. In what follows, I’ll

say more about defeat, and in particular undercutting defeat, then I’ll say what

immunity from that defeat is, giving examples along the way.

The requirement clarified. Sometimes we have evidence for a proposition; that

is, our evidence supports a proposition with a certain degree of force. But sometimes

we also acquire additional information that diminishes the force that evidence has. If

we were at first inclined to believe the target proposition, sometimes the diminishing

proposition—the diminisher—can diminish the force of our evidence so much that we

are no longer inclined to believe the target proposition. In this case, the evidence’s

force has been defeated; the evidence and the diminisher together do not support

the target proposition. For example, suppose Ryan, a friend, tells me it’s raining

outside, and on that basis I justifiably believe that it’s raining outside. Then suppose

I acquire more information: I look outside and don’t see any rain, or Kraig, another

friend, tells me that Ryan has been playing a joke by telling people it’s raining

outside. Either way, the new information I acquire may make it so that I’m no

longer justified in believing that it’s raining outside. In that case, the information I

acquire defeats the force my evidence has for the proposition that it’s raining.

Suppose, though, that instead of acquiring the additional information in the

above example, I don’t look outside or encounter Kraig. Instead, I come across

John, someone I know to be a barely-reliable testifier about the weather, who tells

me it’s not raining outside, or Nick, who (in this example) I know is barely reli-
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able about others’ testimony, tells me that Ryan’s testimony about rain isn’t very

reliable. Either way, the new information I acquire doesn’t make it so that I’m no

longer justified in believing that it’s raining outside. Perhaps I’m justified in believ-

ing less strongly that it’s raining outside, though, so although the newly-acquired

information in this example diminishes the support my evidence (Ryan’s testimony)

has for the proposition that it is raining outside, it doesn’t defeat that support.20

However, if I knew that John and Nick were su�ciently reliable about the weather

and others’ testimony (respectively), the newly-acquired information would not just

diminish; they’d defeat. Defeat is the accomplishment of su�ciently-strong dimin-

ishers. Here’s the account of diminishers and defeat I’ll adopt:

(Diminish) D diminishes E’s support of p for S just in case E supports p

for S more strongly than E&D supports p for S.21

20 In much of the literature, what I describe as ‘diminsihers’ are called ‘partial defeaters’. I’ve
followed Kvanvig (Forthcoming) by choosing the former because I think it’s a clearer description
of what the propositions do.

21 This is meant to be a general, not an exceptionless, account of defeat. There are cases in
which E supports p but D supports p more strongly and D makes it so that E doesn’t as strongly
support p when conjoined to D as it does independently. To use a modification of Kotzen’s example
(ms), suppose ghosts make you hallucinate really fuzzy images in front of you such that it’s di�cult
to make out what the image is an image of, and they also put a stamp of a ghost on your back.
Suppose you have a hard-to-make-out image of a ghost but then you find a ghost stamp on your
back. Let E be that you saw a fuzzy image of a ghost, D be that there is a ghost stamp on your
back, and p be that a ghost exists. D diminishes the support your fuzzy ghost appearance (E) gives
to p (that there are ghosts), but since D (that there’s a ghost stamp on your back) more strongly
supports p than does E, D&E supports p more strongly than does E even though D diminishes the
support E gives to p when D and E support p. These kinds of cases, however, are far from central.
To accommodate them, we could perhaps modify (diminish):

(diminish’) D diminishes E’s support for p for S just in case p is supported in virtue of
E independently for S more strongly than p is supported in virtue of E for S when E and
D support p for S.

My formulation of (diminish) in the main text is similar to Matthew Kotzen’s initial formulation in
his (ms). He eventually rejects it because of counterexamples like the one in this footnote, but he
doesn’t address an option like (diminish’), perhaps because he is interested in representing defeat
in a Bayesian framework, which doesn’t accommodate in virtue of relations well. In any case, since
the formulation in the main text is simpler than both (diminish’) and Kotzen’s ultimate result, the
counterexamples aren’t central, and I’m not (as Kotzen is) concerned with representing defeat in
a Bayesian framework, I’ve kept the formulation in the main text.
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(Defeat) D defeats E’s support of p for S just in case D diminishes E’s

support of p for S, p is justified for S on E, and p is not justified for S on

E&D.22

The above distinction concerns the severity of the e↵ect one proposition has on the

subject’s evidence’s support for another proposition. Cutting across that distinction,

there is a standard distinction (made initially by John Pollock) between rebutters

and undercutters.23 The distinction between rebutters and undercutters concerns

what exactly the diminishing proposition is evidence for. A rebutter is evidence for

not-p. An undercutter is evidence against E’s support for p. A rebutter is first-

order evidence: evidence that p is false. An undercutter is second-order evidence:

evidence against the connection or force E has toward p.

For an example of a rebutter, suppose again Ryan tells me it’s raining outside,

but then (barely-reliable) John tells me it’s not raining outside. I have evidence that

it’s raining outside: Ryan’s testimony. I then get independent evidence against what

Ryan told me: John’s testimony. John’s testimony provides me with a rebutting

diminisher. If Ryan’s testimony was strong enough to justify that it’s raining outside

for me, and if John’s testimony is strong enough so that on Ryan’s and John’s

testimony it’s not justified for me that it’s raining outside, then John’s testimony is

a rebutting defeater.

For an example of an undercutting defeater, suppose Ryan tells me it’s raining

outside, but then Kraig tells me that Ryan’s testimony about rain isn’t very reli-

able. I have evidence that it’s raining outside: Ryan’s testimony. Kraig’s testimony

22 This definition retains the idea behind Pollock’s and Chisholm’s definitions of defeat, viz.
the subject is justified in a non-graded way, and defeat happens when another proposition makes
it so that the subject isn’t justified. For Pollock’s and Chisholm’s accounts of defeat, see especially
Pollock (1987, 484), and Chisholm (1989, 53), but these accounts are also in Chisholm (1957) and
(1966) and Pollock (1967) and (?). For the view that their notion of defeat is not graded, see
Kotzen (Kotzen, 4).

23 See especially Pollock (1987) for this distinction.
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isn’t independent evidence against the proposition that it’s raining. Instead, Kraig’s

testimony is evidence against the support Ryan’s testimony gives to the proposition

that it’s raining outside. Kraig’s testimony provides me with an undercutting di-

minisher. If Ryan’s testimony was strong enough to justify that it’s raining outside

for me, and if Kraig’s testimony is strong enough so that on Ryan’s and Kraig’s

testimony it’s not justified for me that it’s raining outside, then Kraig’s testimony

is an undercutting defeater.

So far I’ve distinguished between a diminisher and a defeater, and I’ve made

a distinction, cutting across that distinction, between rebutters and undercutters.

In addition to these categories, there are some terms that will be important to

note here: ‘possible defeater’ and ‘alleged defeater’. Possible defeaters are those

that a subject could, in principle, acquire. In cases in which we are not maximally

justified in believing a proposition, the evidence for the proposition we know is

defeasible, viz. we could, in principle, acquire a defeater for the support it gives

to the target proposition. Alleged defeaters are just propositions that are defeater

candidates. Sometimes we get new information, and it’s an open question whether

that information defeats. In these cases, the new information is an alleged defeater.

None of the distinctions above are mutually exclusive. The same proposition

can both diminish and defeat; the same proposition can be both an undercutter

and a rebutter,24 and the same proposition can be an alleged, possible, and actual

defeater. Each of the distinctions, though, gets at something di↵erent about a

24 Matthew Kotzen (Kotzen, 11–2) gives Jim Pryor’s example of a proposition that both
undercuts and rebuts. Here it is, summarized: You are certain that elves and ghosts don’t both
exist, but you suspect that either might. You know that if ghosts exist, they cause you to hallucinate
an image, pass through you undetected, and put a chalk mark on your back. Suppose you see an
image of an elf. Then you see a chalk mark on your back. That there is a chalk mark on your back
is a rebutter and an undercutter. It’s a rebutter because it’s evidence that there are no elves, since
you are certain that both elves and ghosts don’t exist, and it’s evidence against the support the
image of an elf gives you for the proposition that elves exist.
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proposition: the severity of the e↵ect it has (if it has an e↵ect), what it a↵ects, and

whether it has that e↵ect (respectively).

According the second condition on relative obviousness above, if p is obvious

to S, S’s knowing p is immune to undercutting defeat. S’s knowing p may still be

susceptible to undercutting diminishers, but these diminishers (or the conjunction of

them) cannot defeat the support S’s evidence for p gives to p. In the human example

above, if there were many, many people telling me that I’m vastly unreliable about

whether I’m a human, I am still justified in believing I’m a human. No amount of

undercutting diminishers can make it so that p ceases to be justified for me.

The second condition doesn’t say anything about rebutting defeat, but a sub-

ject’s justification for a proposition can be susceptible to rebutting defeat even if it’s

immune to undercutting defeat. Further, a subject’s knowing a proposition can be

susceptible to rebutting defeat even if it’s immune to undercutting defeat. I want

to leave open the possibility that S’s knowing p is susceptible to rebutting defeat if

p is obvious to S, though, of course, if S’s knowing p (or S’s justification for p) is

defeated at a time, S doesn’t know p at that time, and if S doesn’t know p, p isn’t

obvious to S.

I’ll now say more about how I am using ‘immune’ in the second condition.

First I’ll give an analogy by saying how ’immune’ is used in another context. Some-

times we’re given vaccines that make us immune to certain diseases. There are two

things we can point to in order to convey what is involved in the immunity a vaccine

provides. The first is something at the time the shot is given. We have something

special—the vaccine—that, at the time it’s given has a certain power to do some-

thing. The second is the e↵ect of having the vaccine. From then until the vaccine

expires, we can’t get diseases that we would in some circumstances get if we didn’t

have the vaccine. Combining these two components, there is something initially—

the vaccine—that prevents us from getting diseases that we might otherwise get.
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The vaccine makes it so that we are no longer susceptible to those diseases. Never-

theless, it may be true (and is compatible with getting a vaccine) that the pathogen

the vaccine prevents us from getting a disease from has some e↵ect on our bodies.

It may, if it enters our system, get us a little sick, but we won’t get the disease.

Similarly, there are two things we can point to convey what is involved in the

immunity in the second condition on relative obviousness. The first is something

at the time the proposition is obvious to us. We have something special that we

wouldn’t have if we were merely to know the target proposition. The second is the

e↵ect of having the proposition be obvious to us. There is no new information that

will defeat, by undercutting, the support the subject’s evidence gives to the target

proposition. Combining these, there is something initially—the relative obviousness

of the proposition—that prevents the (relatively) obvious proposition from being

defeated by an undercutter even in those circumstances in which it would otherwise

be so defeated. In fact, just as a vaccine renders certain pathogens less powerful (not

disease-causing), if p is obvious to S, S is justified in assigning all alleged undercut-

ting defeaters a low enough credence that p is still justified for S. Nevertheless, it

may be true (and is compatible with it being obvious to S that p) that the alleged

undercutting defeater diminishes S’s justification for p, but it won’t have the de-

feating e↵ect that it would otherwise have on S’s support for p if p were not to be

obvious to S at all.

In short, the account above does not just say that there aren’t any actual

defeaters of E’s support for p if p is obvious to S; it says that there can’t be any ac-

tual undercutting defeaters. Obvious knowledge is immune to undercutting defeat.

This is the condition above that distinguishes merely knowing from knowing in an

(relatively) obvious way. When you merely know p, there are no actual defeaters

for your evidence’s support for p. Even so, perhaps when you know p, you can later

acquire more informationevidence for an undercutting defeater, or perhaps just an
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undercutting defeaterafter which you cease to know p. On the other hand, if you

know a proposition in an (relatively) obvious way, although you acquire more infor-

mation, that information doesn’t defeat (by undercutting) your evidence’s support

for p. When you have the kind of justification for a proposition that you have when

that proposition is obvious to you, you have the kind of justification that makes

it so that although alleged undercutting defeaters may have some e↵ect on your

justification, they cannot actually defeat that justification by undercutting.

To show how this works, I’ll first give examples to compare merely knowing

with having obvious knowledge, then I’ll generalize. For the first example, take the

rain case in which Ryan tells me it’s raining outside, and that’s my only evidence

that it’s raining outside. On that basis, I (merely) know it’s raining outside. Later I

can acquire new information: Kraig (who in this example I believe is reliable about

others’ testimony) tells me Ryan is unreliable about the weather. This new evidence

supports that Ryan is unreliable about the weather. When I add the new evidence

to my evidence set, that it’s raining outside is unjustified for me.

For the second example, suppose, as in the first example, that Ryan tells me

it’s raining outside, and on that basis I (merely) know it’s raining outside. Later I

think of something: perhaps Ryan is unreliable about the weather. I didn’t acquire

new evidence that supports an alleged defeater; instead, I just thought of an alleged

defeater. And perhaps, in some way, this alleged defeater actually defeats my jus-

tification for the proposition that it’s raining outside. In this example and in the

first example, I merely know, and that knowledge is lost when I acquire an alleged

defeater.

For the third example, take the human case in which it’s obvious to me that

I’m a human. Later I acquire new information: a usually-reliable informant tells me

that 100 times more animals think they’re humans and aren’t than think they’re

human and are. This new evidence on its own supports that I am unreliable about
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whether I’m a human. But, contrary to the first example, when I add the new

evidence (the informant’s testimony) to my evidence set, that I am a human is still

justified for me. Instead of ceasing to know that I’m a human, I take myself to be

in the minority or take the usually-reliable informant to be unreliable this time.

For the fourth example, suppose, as in the third example, that it’s obvious to

me that I’m a human. Later I think of something: perhaps I’m unreliable about

whether I’m a human. I didn’t acquire new evidence that supports an alleged de-

feater; instead, I just thought of an alleged defeater. Nevertheless, this alleged de-

feater does not actually defeat my justification for the proposition that I’m a human

(nor does any alleged defeater I think of defeat my justification for the proposi-

tion that I’m a human). In this example and the third example, I have obvious

knowledge, and that knowledge is not lost when I acquire an alleged defeater.

As above, there are two things to point to that di↵erentiate mere knowledge

from obvious knowledge. The second (which I’ll address first here) is the e↵ect

of having the proposition be obvious to the subject. This is clear enough: when

a proposition is obvious to S, no information that S can acquire later can defeat

S’s justification for p by undercutting it. The first thing to point to is something

acquired at the time at which p is obvious to S that does the work that I’ve already

pointed to. What is required for my task here is to motivate that there is something

here to point to. I’ll leave what this is exactly to be a project for further research;

nevertheless, I will say some things about it. First, it acts in much the same way a

lot of undercutting-defeater-defeaters do. Compare two scenarios. In the first, I have

evidence E for p at t, and I merely know p on E. In the second, I also have evidence E

for p at t, and p is obvious to me on E. In the second scenario, what explains that p is

obvious to me on E at t is that in addition to knowing p on E, I have also acquired a

lot of undercutting-defeater-defeaters. These undercutting-defeater-defeaters don’t

increase the force that E has on p. Rather, they make it so that subsequent alleged
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undercutting defeaters don’t have the force against E’s support of p that they would

have if S were not to have acquired those undercutting-defeater-defeaters. Second,

although this thing to point to at the time at which p is obvious to S acts in much

the same way a lot of undercutting-defeater-defeaters do, the di↵erence between the

scenario in which p is obvious to S and the scenario in which S merely knows p is not

that S has acquired a lot of information in the form of other propositions.25 Instead,

the di↵erence is in the kind of justification S has in scenario 2. This di↵erence in the

kind of justification is not the having of more propositions—undercutting-defeater-

defeaters—in one’s evidence, but whatever the di↵erent factor is, it acts as if one

were to have more propositions—undercutting-defeater-defeaters—in one’s evidence.

It’s di�cult to say what this is di↵erence is, but it is apparent that there is something

that makes this di↵erence, and thus accounts for the di↵erence in cases in which one

merely knows and one obviously knows, and that this thing, though it isn’t the

having of more propositions in one’s evidence, is (by virtue of its e↵ects) very much

like having undercutting-defeater-defeaters in one’s evidence.

Now that I’ve clarified the account, I’ll say how the account above can meet

the gradeability requirement from chapter 1. According to the account above, if a

proposition is obvious to me, even though the support my evidence gives to that

proposition is immune to undercutting defeat, undercutters may have more or less

force. To be sure, this force isn’t enough to prevent the obvious (to me) proposi-

tion from being justified for me or even from being obvious to me. Nevertheless,

some undercutters are stronger than others. The kind of justification I have when

a proposition is obvious to me can be more or less resistant to the force those un-

dercutters have. On one proposal, propositions are more obvious insofar as they’re

more resistant to the force of undercutters and less obvious insofar as they’re less

25 According to some epistemologists, defeaters and defeater-defeaters aren’t propositions;
they’re mental states. However, I don’t think the di↵erence between the scenarios is that S has
many more mental states, either.
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resistant to the force of undercutters. On another, if a proposition is obvious to

me but I acquire a diminisher, p is less obvious to me than it was, even though

it’s still obvious. Either way, the account above is compatible with the gradeability

requirement from chapter 1.

That’s the account. Before I give arguments for the account, I’ll give and reply

to two objections to the account. Both argue that the two conditions in the account

above aren’t enough. Here’s the first objection, given by Jon Kvanvig.26 Suppose

I know p and p is the result of many infallible steps, but p isn’t obvious to me. For

example, suppose Descartes’ epistemology worked: we have infallible justification for

believing that we think, that we exist, that God exists, and almost everything else,

as long as we can infallibly tell whether our beliefs are motivated by the cognitive

side of our being rather than by the a↵ective or conative side, and suppose we can

infallibly tell what side of our being motivates our beliefs. Descartes’ epistemology

proceeds in steps. We infallibly know that we are thinking, then, on that basis we

come to know that we exist, and on that basis we come to know that God exists,

and so on. In this case, you have total immunity from defeat all the way from that

we are thinking to that God exists and more, but it doesn’t seem that it would be

plausible even to the most committed Cartesian that it’s obvious to her that God

exists. So, although the Cartesian knows that God exists and that knowledge is

immune to undercutting defeat, it’s not obvious to her that God exists.

In reply, if Descartes system works as claimed, I wonder why it isn’t obvious

to the Cartesian that God exists. This may be a case in which it is obvious to

the Cartesian but she isn’t aware that it’s obvious to her. The Cartesian claims to

infallibly know that God exists, and arguably infallible knowledge is the strongest

epistemic state one can be in, so what’s to prevent it from being obvious to the

Cartesian that God exists? Rather than showing the above account of relative

26 In correspondence.
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obviousness to be incorrect, I think the case shows either that the Cartesian is

incorrect about whether it’s obvious to her that God exists or that there is a problem

for the Cartesian system. Although the Cartesian may be incorrect about whether

it’s obvious to her that God exists, I, like many common sense philosophers, think

the latter option is probably the correct one: there’s a problem for the Cartesian

system.

According to the second objection, intuitively there ought to be another neces-

sary condition, one that involves a distinct phenomenology possessed by the subject

to whom a proposition is obvious. This phenomenology is not just a stronger be-

lief, because if a subject is rational, that subject’s degree of belief should match the

amount of justification the subject has for the target proposition, and if the subject’s

belief is higher than that, the subject is irrational. It would be bad for an account of

relative obviousness if a subject were irrational for having a proposition be obvious

to her. So, the additional phenomenology, if there is one, is something beyond mere

belief.

In reply, I’m not sure what this phenomenological state would be, and I

can’t think of a good reason to think there is this distinct phenomenology when

a proposition is obvious to a subject. It doesn’t seem to be clarity and distinctness,

because I think more propositions are obvious than what is clear and distinct in

Descartes’ senseand so do common sense philosophers. We might think the distinct

phenomenology is what the di↵erence is between Hume’s impressions and ideas, but

for Hume, the di↵erence between these is just the liveliness of the sentiment ac-

companying the perception (impression or idea),27 and for Hume, this su�ciently

lively sentiment just is belief.28 Jim Pryor suggests that there is a distinct phe-

nomenological state, a “feeling as if” the proposition is true by virtue of the mental

27 Hume, Enquiry, II.

28 Hume, Enquiry, V, II.
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episode’s representation of the content of that proposition.29 Earl Conee suggests

something similar but only when the target propositions are necessary.30 Common

sense philosophers want us to be able to start with contingent propositions, and

when I think about what’s obvious to me, I believe those propositions quite strongly

and I hold on to that belief even when it’s challenged, but I don’t (by introspection

at least) find any special phenomenological state. There may be one, but if there is,

I suspect this phenomenological state is what makes possible the immunity condi-

tion.31 If it is, this special phenomenological state doesn’t belong in the account

above, in the same way access to your own mental states may be required for justi-

fication, but the access condition doesn’t belong in our account of knowledge. As it

is, the account as I have it above does the work common sense philosophers need it

to do if their advice is successful, and another condition about a phenomenological

state won’t prevent that. However, because I don’t see the need for an additional

condition regarding a special phenomenological state and because I suspect that if

there is one, it may make possible the second condition so not belong in the account,

I’ll leave the condition out and show the work relative obviousness can do if at least

the right two conditions are necessary conditions on relative obviousness.

So far in this section I’ve given the second condition, clarified it, given exam-

ples, and replied to two objections to the account above. In what follows, I will

give two kinds of arguments for the second condition, then I will address possible

alternatives to the account.

29 Pryor (2000, footnote 37) and Pryor (2004, 357).

30 Conee (1998, esp. pp. 854–5).

31 As, I suspect, would other conditions on what it is for a proposition to be obvious to some-
one, e.g. Thomas Bogardus’ (2009, 331), suggestion that if p is obvious to S, S is directly acquainted
with the truth of p and has a level of attention su�cient to know p from this acquaintance.
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Arguments for the second condition. I’ll briefly give two arguments for the

second condition. The first is from ordinary patterns of thought and the second

is from the work obviousness is supposed to do in epistemology. In the next two

chapters, I’ll expand on two of the ways in which obviousness is supposed to do work

in epistemology, and in so doing I’ll expand on the argument for the account above.

For the first argument, take the human case from above: it is obvious to me

that I am a human, but someone who is usually very reliable about the following told

me that there are 100 times more non-human animals who think they are humans

than there are humans who think they’re humans. In this case, it seems that I would

still be justified in believing that I am a human. The fact that animals who think

they’re humans are less than 1% reliable in so believing does not undermine my

justification for believing that I’m a human. On the contrary, since it is obvious to

me that I’m a human, I could competently deduce that I’m in the less-than 1% or

that my usually-reliable informant is incorrect about the statistics. As before, if we

modified the example so that my informant says there’s a 0% chance that I’m correct

in believing I’m a human, if it’s obvious to me that I’m a human, I’m justified in

believing that my usually-reliable informant is incorrect this time.

For another case, suppose it’s obvious to me that I’m in pain. If a reliable

neuroscientist were to tell me that I’m not having a genuine pain experience or

that my pain experience doesn’t support my belief that I’m in pain, it seems that

I’m justified in believing that he is incorrect on either account.32 The kind of

32 Conee (2005, 444–6) also gives a pain example as an example of relative obviousness, and
Plantinga (1993, 42) gives the pain example to demonstrate an indefeasible belief.
I should note that my example is importantly di↵erent from Keith Lehrer’s pain/itch example.
(Lehrer (1974, 95–7) and (1990). In that example, a patient reportedly has an itch. The doctor
records relevant information and informs the patient she has a pain instead. The doctor o↵ers the
patient two medications, one that only cures itches and the other that only cures pains. She takes
the itch medication, but it doesn’t help, then she takes the pain medication, and the problem goes
away. She concludes that she had confused a pain for an itch. In my example above, however, the
patient experiences a pain, which seems much harder to confuse for something else than an itch,
and it seems more di�cult to be wrong about believing that you’re in pain than about believing
you’re not in pain. Moreover, Lehrer’s example is not convincing to many (See Kvanvig (Kvanvig)).
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justification I have is the kind that is not susceptible to undercutting defeat, so I am

justified in taking the neuroscientist’s information as not threatening to the support

my evidence gives to my belief.

It’s not my purpose here to proliferate cases, but the above cases are cases

in which some proposition is obvious to me, and in those cases, and in other cases

in which a proposition is obvious to a subject, similar situations will obtain. Also,

if I’m correct, we will also find that propositions the subject knows but for which

those situations don’t obtain are also not obvious to the subject.

For the second argument, I’ll briefly describe how the account I’ve provided

above enables obviousness to do the most important work obviousness is supposed

to do in epistemology. First, we’re told by common sense philosophers to begin with

what’s obvious and to not give up the more obvious for the less obvious. This advice

is metaphilosophical; it’s supposed to help someone who’s engaged in (especially

philosophical) debate. When you disagree with someone, no matter the person,

you’re supposed to be reasonable without giving up what’s obvious and without

giving up the more obvious for the less obvious. The account above provides a

good rationale for taking this advice. Suppose you’re so reasonable that you’ve

considered all the relevant evidence for a proposition. Suppose also that you’re

engaged in a philosophical debate with someone who 1) disagrees with you, 2) has

all and only the same evidence as you do, but 3) is more intelligent than you are. In

this case, you have an alleged undercutting defeater for your view; perhaps you’re

not making the connections you would make if you were more intelligent like your

interlocutor, or perhaps you’re not weighing the evidence as you would if you were

more intelligent. (You don’t have a rebutting defeater, because both of you have

considered the same evidence, so there’s no evidence against your view that you

haven’t considered already.) If the account I’ve provided above is correct, despite

the fact that you’ve been presented with an alleged undercutting defeater, you should
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not give up your position if your position is obvious to you. Instead, you should start

with what’s obvious to you, and you shouldn’t give it up for what’s less obvious to

you.

This advice is di↵erent from the common sense philosophers’ advice, which

is to start with what’s obvious (not to start with what’s obvious to you) and not

to give up what’s more obvious for what’s less obvious (not that you shouldn’t

give up what’s more obvious to you for what’s less obvious to you). The common

sense philosophers seem to o↵er a good corrective on the advice the account above

delivers about relative obviousness. There may be some times in which what is

obvious to you isn’t what is obvious simpliciter. In the examples I gave in chapter

1, there are two ways in which being obvious to S and being obvious simpliciter can

come apart. To show one of these ways, I gave an example in which I wasn’t very

intelligent: it was not obvious to me that modus ponens is a valid inference even

though it is obvious simpliciter that modus ponens is a valid inference. In that case,

there’s a sense in which I seem not to be as cognitively well-functioning as I ought

to be. I am, in a way, cognitively defective. If I were up to the correct cognitive

standards (assuming it is obvious simpliciter that modus ponens is a valid inference),

it would be obvious to me that modus ponens is a valid inference. By advising people

to begin with what’s obvious rather than what’s obvious to them, common sense

philosophers are not giving advice that is followed as a result of a cognitive defect.

The account of obviousness to a subject that I’ve given above (combined with the

way above in which obviousness simpliciter and obviousness to a subject can come

apart) nicely explains the common sense philosophers’ advice. There is another way

in which obviousness simpliciter and obviousness to a subject can come apart. I

showed this way in chapter 1 by giving an example in which I am very intelligent:

di�cult and complex argument forms are obvious to me even though they’re not

obvious simpliciter. It may not be bad for me to begin with what’s obvious to me in
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the case in which what is obvious and more is obvious to me, so when obviousness

simpliciter and obviousness to a subject comes apart in this way, it wouldn’t be bad

advice for me to begin with what’s obvious to me. But common sense philosophers

are giving their advice to everyone, not just those to whom the things that are

obvious simpliciter are obvious. So no matter what way obviousness simpliciter and

obviousness to a subject come apart, the account of relative obviousness I’ve given

above nicely explains the common sense philosophers advice.

The account above nicely explains common sense philosophers’ advice about

what a subject should do when she disagrees with someone else who provides an al-

leged undercutting defeater. Sometimes, though, the subject doesn’t need someone

else to provide an alleged undercutting defeater. Sometimes when the subject ex-

amines the evidence for views she holds, she learns that many of her previously-held

beliefs are false. This can provide her with an alleged undercutting defeater for her

subsequent beliefs: she is unreliable at forming beliefs in those areas. Nevertheless,

if the above account is correct, the common sense philosophers’ advice is helpful: she

shouldn’t take this evidence of unreliability as a threat to those propositions that

are obvious.33 Rather, she should start with them. Just as the account I gave above

nicely explains the common sense philosophers’ advice when someone disagrees with

someone else, the account also nicely explains the common sense philosophers’ advice

when someone is examining and revising her own views.

Second, the account above delivers what many common sense philosophers

want when they use neo-Moorean arguments against skepticism: some kind of knowl-

33 This is absolute, not relative obviousness, but the considerations in the paragraph imme-
diately above apply equally here: common sense philosophers are o↵ering advice to everyone, and
their advice would not return good results if it resulted in subjects sticking to views that are the
result of cognitive defects.
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edge by virtue of which we can know global skeptical scenarios to be false.34 If

the above account is correct, we have an account of this kind of knowledge. Global

skeptical scenarios are alleged undercutting defeaters: they seek to explain how our

evidence doesn’t justify us in believing ordinary propositions like I have hands. Neo-

Mooreans typically try to use that they know the ordinary proposition (e.g. that

they have hands) and some sort of epistemic transmission principle to show that

they know the skeptical scenario is false. If the account of relative obviousness I’ve

given above is correct, we can do this very straightforwardly: if we have obvious

knowledge that we have hands, our evidence for that proposition is not threatened

by global skeptical scenarios. Instead, we’re reasonable to take alleged undercutting

defeaters like global skeptical scenarios not to be actual. So, we are justified in be-

lieving that skeptical scenarios are false. Supposing that I know I have hands and

the transmission principle neo-Mooreans use succeeds, the other conditions (truth,

belief, and the anti-Gettier condition) also obtain for the proposition that the skepti-

cal scenario is false in the same way they do according to neo-Mooreans. So obvious

knowledge on my account enables neo-Moorean arguments to work against skeptical

scenarios that allegedly defeat what we obviously know.

If we use obvious knowledge to know global skeptical scenarios to be false,

we also avoid problems that beset neo-Mooreans who claim that we can come to

know the falsity of putative defeaters for p by virtue of merely knowing p. There

is a serious problem raised for neo-Moorean arguments: the Priority Problem. Ac-

cording to the Priority Problem, since skeptical scenarios impugn S’s knowing p by

threatening to undermine the support relation between p and S’s evidence for p,

34 The locus classicus is Moore (1959). For a contemporary defense of neo-Moorean dog-
matism, see Pryor (2000), (2004), Tucker (2010), Bergmann (2004), and White (2006), and for
opponents, see Wright (2002), (1985), (2000), and (2008), (2004), (2010), (2011), Davies (2003),
and Dretske (2005).
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the subject should have to know these scenarios to be false before knowing p.35

So, as the problem goes, neo-Mooreans are arguing circularly: they’re using p in

order to come to know something that they needed to know in order to know p in

the first place. When arguments are circular like this, there are other problems,

most easily shown by the Problem of Easy Knowledge. According to that problem,

if neo-Moorean arguments were successful, we would be able to acquire all sorts of

knowledge too easily—knowledge that all alleged defeaters for S’s justifiably believ-

ing p are false. 36 If the account of relative obviousness I’ve given above is correct,

both of these problems have the same plausible solution: instead of starting with

what we merely know, we should start with what’s obvious. This gives us an answer

to the Priority Problem. The motivation for thinking there’s a circularity worry for

neo-Moorean arguments is the thought that skeptical scenarios impugn S’s knowing

p by being alleged undercutting defeaters of S’s knowing p, where alleged undercut-

ting defeaters of S’s knowing p threaten S’s knowing p. But if the account I’ve given

above is correct, alleged undercutting defeaters like skeptical scenarios don’t impugn

S’s knowing p if p is obvious to S. So by starting with what’s obvious, the subject

won’t be arguing circularly. What’s obvious is epistemically prior, and a subject can

use a proposition p that is obvious to come to know that certain propositions are

false—propositions that she wouldn’t be able to come to know are false by virtue of

p if she were to merely know p. Starting with what’s obvious also gives us a solution

to the Problem of Easy Knowledge. A subject can’t use what she knows to come

to know the falsity of newly-acquired alleged defeaters, especially if the subject has

evidence for these alleged defeaters. Nevertheless, we want to use what we know to

come to know the falsity of some alleged defeaters. We can do this if the proposition

35 For this problem, see Wright (2008), (2002) and Leite (2010), (2011), and (2004).

36 For a presentation of the problem and discussion, see Cohen (2002), Markie (2005), and
Cohen (2005).
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is obvious to us. Relative obviousness, though, isn’t susceptible to the Problem of

Easy Knowledge. Although the subject can use what is obvious to her to come to

know that the alleged undercutting defeaters for her knowing p are false, she can’t

use what is obvious to her to come to know that all the alleged rebutting defeaters

for her justifiably believing p are false, because relative obviousness can be suscep-

tible to rebutting defeat. She can’t use what’s obvious to her to come to know that

alleged rebutting defeaters for her justifiably believing p are false. The global skep-

tic’s scenarios don’t threaten that I have hands if that proposition is obvious to me,

but if someone were to give me evidence that I don’t have hands, then (depending on

the strength of that evidence) I might fail to be justified in believing I have hands.

So, some knowledge does come easily (as we would expect if a proposition is obvious

to us), but obvious knowledge is not so fecund so as to be problematic.

Third, in the philosophical literature, when someone says that something is

obvious, she often either omits an argument or says that it needs no argumentand

sometimes that it needs no argument because it’s obvious. Later I’ll give an account

of what it is for a proposition to be obvious absolutely, but for now suppose just that

a proposition is obvious to me. It is reasonable for me to think that I don’t need

to rehearse the argument for that proposition. If it is reasonable for me to think

that neither the reasons for my view nor the support my reasons give to the target

proposition are threatened by alleged undercutting defeaters, it is reasonable for me

to think that I don’t need to rehearse the argument for my view to myself. (One

exception: the argument may not support the conclusion strongly enough, because

there may be su�ciently strong arguments for the opposing view. In the cases in

which there may be these counterarguments—so rebutters—it may be unreasonable

not to rehearse the argument.) Similarly, if a proposition is obvious absolutely, it

makes sense for me to think that I don’t need to rehearse the argument to others

for whom it’s obvious either (with the exception above). So the account I’ve given
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above nicely explains why it’s sometimes reasonable to think that what is obvious

doesn’t need argument.

To conclude, not only does the account I’ve given above illuminate certain

rational doxastic attitudes we take in cases in which propositions are obvious to us,

it also illuminates the work relative obviousness is supposed to do in philosophy. It

explains the advice common sense philosophers give by classifying those propositions

we ought not to give up when we’re in a philosophical debate—the obvious ones—

even when we’re in a debate those who are more intelligent than we are. Further, the

account above makes sense of how we can follow the common sense philosophers’ ad-

vice when we’re building up a view even when we’ve been wrong many times before.

Even more, the account above provides an easy way for neo-Moorean dogmatists

to argue against skeptical scenarios while also avoiding the two main problems for

neo-Moorean arguments. Finally, the account above makes sense of the common be-

lief that what is obvious doesn’t require giving an argument. So, the account above

does a good job of explaining how relative obviousness does the important work it’s

supposed to do in philosophy.

What remains is for me to show that the above account is superior to alter-

natives. Below I’ll address what I think are two of the best alternative accounts of

relative obviousness, and I’ll argue that the account I’ve given above is superior to

these alternative accounts.

3.1.3 Alternatives

Ease of discovery. Alvin Plantinga raised the view that the only di↵erence

between what is known and what is obvious is ease of discovery.37 On this view,

what is obvious to me is what is easily known by me. This account is quite simple, it

explains why we should start with what’s obvious (we should start with what’s more

37 Alvin Plantinga raised this objection in conversation.
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easily known), why neo-Moorean arguments seem persuasive to those who endorse

them (it’s so easy to know we have hands), and why we believe that what’s obvious

doesn’t require argument (it should be easy enough for others to come to know the

proposition). It also explains how obviousness comes in degrees: it’s easier to know

some propositions than it is to know others.

However, there are several counterexamples to the claim that if p is easily

known by me, then p is obvious to me. Suppose I know that Duns Scotus was born

on 1265 on the basis of several reliable sources, but it’s not obvious to me that Scotus

was born to on 1265. I then tattoo on my forearm: ‘Duns Scotus was born on 1265,’

in black ink. If the objector is correct, I’ve made it obvious that Duns Scotus was

born on 1265 just by getting a tattoo. But I can’t make any proposition obvious

just by getting a tattoo. In this case, I know that Duns Scotus was born on 1265,

it’s easy for me to come to know that he was born on 1265—I just have to look at

my arm—but without looking it’s not obvious to me that he was born on 1265.

Perhaps we could make this modification: if p is easily knowable by me via

some internal means, then p is obvious to me.38 However, this modified view also

has many counterexamples. Suppose that in addition to tattooing my forearm I also

install a new medical device that makes my memory very acute, and in particular it

brings to mind that Duns Scotus was born on 1265. This device works whenever I

squint really hard, but it doesn’t work when I’m not squinting. If it’s true that it is

obvious to me that p whenever p is easily knowable by me via some internal means,

then as soon I have the device installed, it is obvious to me that Duns Scotus was

born on 1265. But it’s not obvious to me that Duns Scotus was born on 1265 as

soon as I have the device installed. There are other counterexamples. For example,

I may know my wife is to my right and it’s easy to know that she’s on my right by

turning my head to the right, but it’s not obvious to me that my wife is on my right.

38 Alvin Plantinga made this rejoinder once I gave the reply above.
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So far I’ve shown that the right-to-left direction doesn’t work: a proposition

can be easily known by me but still not be obvious to me. I think the left-to-

right direction doesn’t work either. There are paradigm cases in which there is a

proposition that is obvious to me but it isn’t easily known by me. Below are three

such cases.

Case 1: A mathematics student listens to a mathematics professor.39 The

professor states some axioms and then a formula and says, “It’s obvious that this

formula follows from these axioms.” The student is perplexed. She gets some paper

and a pencil and starts writing ferociously on the paper to try to prove the formula

from the axioms. After writing for half an hour, she looks at his proof and thinks:

Oh yes, it is obvious.

Case 2: Suppose you and I are both looking at Wittgenstein’s Duck-Rabbit.40

You know the picture is both of a duck and a rabbit, mostly because you’ve been

told this and because you gather this from the title of the picture. You can see the

duck, but not the rabbit. You ask me why I think there is a rabbit there. I say, “It’s

obvious to me that there’s a rabbit there. Just look at it!” You look at it, but it’s

not obvious to you. In fact, you can’t even see it. I decide to try to help you see

the rabbit. I point to the eyes of the duck and tell you that those are the eyes of

the rabbit, too. Then I point to the bill of the duck and tell you that those are the

rabbit’s ears. After I assign a couple more duck parts the role of rabbit parts, you

see the rabbit and truthfully say, “Oh yes, I see it. It’s obvious to me now.”

39 This story is an adaptation of a story about G.H. Hardy. In the real story, recounted in
Black (1983, 381), Hardy was the professor who went through the proof, he didn’t write anything
down, and it only took him five minutes. I’ve adapted the story for emphasis, but the important
parts remain intact.

40 Wittgenstein originated this example. I learned of it and its application from Bob Roberts,
especially in his (forthcoming).
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Case 3: You’ve been reading a book about family trees, and you read this:

“Two people who are first cousins of each other share a set of grandparents.”41

You believe this on the basis of the testimony of the book, which is reliable enough

to give you knowledge-level justification for the target proposition. The proposition

is not obviously true, however. Suppose I then tell you the following. If two people

are first cousins of each other, one parent of one of the cousins is the sibling of one

parent of the other cousin. Siblings share parents. The parents of a parent are

grandparents. So, two first cousins of each other share a set of grandparents. I then

ask, “Do you get it?” At first you have to look back at the reasoning and work

through the steps. It’s not obvious to you yet. Eventually you see it. It’s obvious to

you that two people who are first cousins of each other share a set of grandparents.

In all three examples, there was a person to whom the relevant propositions

became obvious, and in each case, it was di�cult for that person to come to know

those propositions. There were many steps in the mathematical proof, seeing the

rabbit required a di�cult new way of seeing the picture, and the cousins example

required making what may have been di�cult logical connections. So in each case, a

proposition was obvious to the subject but it was not easy for the subject to discover

the truth of the proposition.

The three examples above are quite diverse. In the first example, the math-

ematics student had all the tools herself to make it so that it was obvious to her

that the formula followed from the axioms. The second example involved someone

else providing information the learner didn’t otherwise have, and plausibly it would

not have been obvious to the learner that there was a rabbit in the drawing had the

teacher not told the learner which rabbit-part roles to assign to the duck parts. This

second example also involved sense perception. The learner literally saw the draw-

41 I owe this example to Robert Audi who gave it to me in conversation. The example is
also in Audi (2010, 105). The example is meant to show that a proposition can be self-evident but
not obvious (before it becomes obvious to the subject).

74



ing in a di↵erent way. The last example is like the second, except the last example

doesn’t involve any sense perception. So, the di↵erence between what is known and

what is obvious does not depend on whether this di↵erence is provided by another

person or given to her from another person (or another thing), nor does the di↵erence

depend on the apparatus (sensory or non-sensory) by which the di↵erence occurs.

These diverse examples are all compatible with the immune-to-undercutting-defeat

account above, but they aren’t compatible with the ease-of-discovery account.

Certainty. Many of the cases can be satisfied, and the work that relative

obviousness is supposed to do can be done, if a proposition is certain to a subject.

Let’s call this view “the subjectively-certain view”. This view is motivated not only

by the fact that the cases be satisfied and much of the work can be done, but,

intuitively, the justification level for a proposition to be obvious to a subject needs

to be higher than what it is for the subject to (fallibly) know that proposition.

Here’s an example: Suppose it seems to me that there is a Dr. Pepper can in

front of me. On this basis, I know that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front of me.

However, my eyesight isn’t very good, so my level of justification for believing there

is a Dr. Pepper can in front of me is barely above the justification threshold required

for knowledge. If we suppose that I am a maximally rational agent, my credence

for the target proposition is at exactly the same level as my justification for that

proposition. Suppose the knowledge-level justification threshold is .95. The problem

is that it seems that my credence in some proposition p needs to be higher than .95

for p to be obvious to me. The subjectively-certain view is further motivated by the

fact that it is reasonable to think that the propositions you know to be incompatible

with what is obvious to you are absurd. For example, it seems rational for someone

to think that views that she knows entail something that is obviously false to her

are simply absurd, and, further, it seems rational for someone to think that a view
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simply can’t be true if she knows that something that is obvious to her entails that

it’s false.

I’ll give three reasons for thinking the subjectively-certain view is false. The

first is from cases. Let’s assume, with the objector, that the knowledge-level justifi-

cation threshold is low. Take the mathematician example. The student claims that

it is obvious to her that the conclusion follows, in part because she immediately sees

that it follows. The professor looks at similar proofs the student has done and sees

that she has been 99% accurate on those kinds of proofs. He tells her that there’s a

1% chance that she has gotten the proof wrong. Should this a↵ect whether it’s ob-

vious to her that the conclusion follows? It seems not. Or to take another example:

it’s obvious to me that there’s a Dr. Pepper can in front of me. Then a friend re-

minds me that I took some medication earlier and that the medication causes 1/200

of its users to see Coca-Cola cans as Dr. Pepper cans. Is it no longer obvious to

me that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front of me? I don’t think so. My informant

is not providing a defeater; in both of these cases, assuming the knowledge-level

justification threshold is anywhere below .99, even if the informant were correct, the

subject would still be justified in believing the target proposition. Intuitively, in

each case, neither the informant’s information nor the fact that there’s a non-zero

chance that the subject is wrong should prevent the target proposition from being

obvious to the subject. But if the subjectively-certain view were correct, the infor-

mant’s information would prevent the target proposition from being obvious to the

subject.

The second reason is from the behavior of Bayesians. Take a typical Bayesian

who forms credences in accord with her theory and who does not attach a credence

less than 1 to any contingent proposition. To such a Bayesian, some propositions
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can still be obvious to them, and an account of relative obviousness shouldn’t prevent

a Bayesian from being able to hold that a proposition can be obvious to someone.42

The third is from ordinary language. There are some cases where it is rea-

sonable for someone to say, “Yes, it’s obvious to me, but I’m not certain about it.”

This seems plausible in cases where the subject knows the target proposition, has

more than enough justification, believes the target proposition strongly, and has the

type of justification that is immune to undercutting defeat, but also knows there’s

a slight chance of error.43

The immune-to-undercutting-defeat account is also motivated by the same

data that motivates the subjectively-certain view. According to the immune-to-

undercutting-defeat account, I not only know a proposition; my reasoning to that

proposition is immune to one kind of defeat. If we put knowledge-level justification

at a threshold—say, .95—then, plausibly, the kind of knowledge-level justification

that is immune to one kind of defeat is higher than what it would be if the subject

barely met that threshold with a kind of justification that wasn’t immune to any

kind of defeat. Further, it would make sense that those to whom a proposition would

be obvious in this way would think that views she knew to be incompatible with

it would be absurd. On one hand, she knows a proposition to be true, and she’s

justified in such a way that she’s justified in believing that no alleged defeater will

actually defeat her reasons or their support for her view. That’s a strong position,

and one that’s enough to think that those opposed to it are absurd.

Direct acquaintance with the truth of the target proposition. Tomas Bogardus

(2009) holds that a proposition is obvious to a subject just in case the subject has

42 Thanks to Jon Kvanvig for this argument.

43 I do not intend on committing myself to this ordinary language argument, but similar
arguments are used in many epistemological debates, especially debates on epistemic modals. For
one common example, Hawthorne (2004, 26–8), 26-8. See footnote 6 for more examples.
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knowledge from direct acquaintance with the truth of that proposition. According

to Bogardus, we have direct acquaintance with the truth of a proposition when

we have unmediated cognitive access to that proposition’s truthunmediated, that

is, by reports of our facultiesand we pay su�cient attention to the truth of that

proposition. When we see the dean on the quad, for example, our senses report to

us that the dean is on the quad, and we know the dean is on the quad based on

that report. In cases of rational intuition and introspection, however, we don’t know

based on the report of a faculty. For an example, I may go through some steps to

calculate 10 + 2 to find the answer is not 14,583. Or, I could rely on my rational

intuition to just see that the answer is not 14,583. If I go through the steps, I’m

relying on reports of memory, but if I rationally intuit the answer, I’m not relying

on reports; I directly see (in a metaphorical sense) that the answer is not 14,583.

It’s not enough just to have direct access to the truth of the target proposition;

the subject also needs to pay su�cient attention to the truth of that proposition.

Bogardus gives a case to show this. In that case, my phenomenal states can be

read o↵ by a neurological machine. The machine’s findings match my phenomenal

states quite well, but occasionally when the machine’s findings conflict with my

phenomenal states, I believe my phenomenal states are mistaken. In one case, the

machine reports that I’m not pain, and though I feel as if I’m in pain, I don’t believe

I’m in pain. In this case, I have direct introspective access via my phenomenal states,

but I believe I’m mistaken because “though I am directly acquainted with pain (if

it’s there), its elusiveness prevents a level of attention su�cient to come to know

from this acquaintance that I am in pain. While I see the pain (if it’s there), I don’t

just see that I am in pain.” (Bogardus, 2009, 332)

Bogardus’ account meets many of the desiderata an account of relative obvi-

ousness should meet. It entails knowledge, and it has a distinct epistemic component

that distinguishes what is obvious to someone from what that person merely knows.
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Also, there is a phenomenological component to relative obviousness that some find

attractive. My account accommodates one but doesn’t require it. If someone is

attracted to a view of relative obviousness that doesn’t have a phenomenological

component, my account fares better on this score. Besides this potential problem

with Bogardus’ account, there are more serious problems I’ll point out below.

First, it’s unclear why Bogardus doesn’t think of intuition and rational intro-

spection as faculties. It seems to make sense to talk about a “faculty of rational

intuition” and ”introspective reports”. How are introspection and rational intuition

relevantly di↵erent from eyesight? Bogardus’ answer is that eyesight gives us reports

on the basis of which we believe whereas introspection and rational insight don’t,

but why not think that via eyesight we can just see that the dean is on the quad in

the same way that via introspection we can just see that we’re in pain? I don’t see a

reasonable way to distinguish between introspection and rational insight on the one

hand and eyesight, touch, memories, etc. on the other.

Suppose Bogardus weren’t to make a distinction between rational insight and

introspection on the one hand and faculties like eyesight, memories, etc. on the other.

Suppose instead that Bogardus were to maintain that there are some cases in which

introspection gives us unmediated cognitive access to the truth of a proposition and

some cases in which it gives us reports. The same could be said for other faculties—

eyesight, for example, sometimes gives us unmediated cognitive access to the truth

of a proposition, and sometimes it gives us reports on the basis of which we can

believe. But even if Bogardus replies this way, I don’t see a di↵erence between

eyesight giving us unmediated access to the truth of that is red and eyesight’s vivid

report: that is red. Suppose I pay su�cient attention to what’s in front of me when

I’m staring at a stop sign and I believe that is red. Has my eyesight issued a vivid

report, or has my eyesight given me direct access to the truth of the proposition
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that is red? It’s unclear what the di↵erence is. Here’s what Bogardus says to

motivate that there is a di↵erence:

With at least some cases of introspection and rational intuition,
there is no appearance/reality distinction, and so no appearance that
reports or represents reality. Introspection does not merely represent
that there is pain, as my visual experience represents that there is
a computer before me. No, by introspecting I can become directly
aware of pain itself, and with su�cient attention I can thereby just
see that I am in pain. Rational intuition does not merely testify that
2+2=4 as my kindergarten teacher did. No, via rational intuition
I can just see that 2+2=4. And while it would be unacceptably
arbitrary to dismiss the report that p from your friend’s faculties
on the basis of the report that not-p from your own faculties (when
you take your faculties to be equally reliable), it is not unacceptably
arbitrary to do so on the basis of not-p when you just see that not-p.
In fact, such steadfastness is called for. (Bogardus, 2009, 332)

To make the distinction between direct access and reports in the quote above, Boga-

rdus appeals to an appearance/reality distinction. In the cases in which appearance

and reality are distinct, the testimony from (what we take to be) an equally reli-

able faculty of a friend can sever the connection between appearance and reality.

Whenever there isn’t such a distinction, however, you can steadfastly maintain your

belief in the proposition whose truth you have direct access to. The work direct

access seems to be doing in Bogardus’ distinction above is to prevent the connec-

tion between our evidence for a proposition (the appearance) and the truth of that

proposition itself (the reality) from being severed. It does this work by collapsing the

distinction: there is no distinction between the evidence and the proposition that the

evidence is evidence for; there is no appearance/reality distinction. If that’s right,

the work Bogardus’ distinction between what’s obvious and what’s merely known is

doing is (in some cases, like the case of disagreement with a friend) to prevent un-

dercutting defeat. Whereas a report that p can fail to support p when, say, a friend

with (what I take to be) equally reliable faculties testifies that not-p, that same

friend’s report does not undercut my justification for believing p when I have direct
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access to the truth of p. If that’s right, the work Bogardus’ distinction does is what

I have argued relative obviousness does. However, if this is the work Bogardus wants

relative obviousness to do, Bogardus’ position is too strong. One does not need to

collapse the distinction between evidence and what that evidence is for to prevent

undercutting defeaters—or at least it’s not clear why someone would need to. A

subject doesn’t need to have direct access to the truth of a proposition to prevent

that subject’s justification for that proposition from being defeated by undercutting.

Because of this, I think my account fares better by providing a weaker but still suf-

ficient way of articulating the work relative obviousness needs to do without taking

the stronger position of holding that in order to prevent undercutting defeat, I need

to have direct access to the truth of the relevant proposition.

On the other hand, perhaps Bogardus doesn’t intend on his account of relative

obviousness preventing undercutting defeat. Perhaps Bogardus thinks that even if

I’m directly acquainted with the truth of a proposition p, when I encounter someone

who I take to have vastly more reliable faculties than I do and who believes not-p

based on those faculties’ reports, I am justified in believing I’m mistaken about p.

In this case, my disagreeing friend’s report defeats by undercutting my justification

for believing p. If that’s the case, Bogardus’ account is too weak. Or at least, if

Bogardus is correct, we aren’t justified in remaining steadfast when we disagree with

a superior, and it’s a desideratum for an account of relative obviousness that we are

able to remain steadfast in those cases.

So, Bogardus’ account is too strong, and it may also be too weak. It’s too

strong because we don’t need to be directly acquainted with a proposition to avoid

having our justification for that proposition defeated by undercutting. Something

weaker will satisfy what seems to be Bogardus’ motivation for distinguishing between

what is relatively obvious and what is merely known. Bogardus’ account is too weak

if it allows that our justification for a proposition that is obvious to us can be

81



defeated by the fact that someone we know to be an epistemic superior disagrees.

The account I’ve given above is both not too strong while still satisfying the what

seems to be Brogardus’ motivation for distinguishing between what is relatively

obvious and what is merely known, and it’s not too weak while still preventing our

justification for a proposition that is obvious to us from being defeated by the fact

that someone we know to be an epistemic superior disagrees.

According to some, it’s a benefit of Bogardus’ account that it includes a phe-

nomenological component, but my account, though it does not include a phenomeno-

logical component, is amenable to having one—if, for example, a subject’s justifica-

tion is immune to undercutting defeat only if that subject has that phenomenological

component. It seems, then, that the account I’ve given above is amenable to the

possible benefit Bogardus’ account has, it doesn’t contain the weaknesses of Bogar-

dus’ account, and it accommodates what seems to be the motivation for Brogardus’

account.

In short, then, the immune-to-undercutting-defeat account above satisfies the

motivations of the alternative accounts given in the objections, and it is indepen-

dently motivated. Thus ends my defense of what it is for a proposition to be relatively

obvious. In the next section, I give an account of what it is for a proposition to be

obvious absolutely.

3.2 Absolute Obviousness

In the last section, I gave and defended an account of relative obviousness.

In this section, I will give and defend an account of absolute obviousness. There

are some propositions that we say are obvious—not necessarily obvious to me or

obvious to you, but just plain obvious. As mentioned above, often absolute and

relative obviousness come apart. Suppose it is obvious that modus ponens is a valid

argument form. If I’m not very intelligent, it may not be obvious to me that modus
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ponens is a valid argument form. On the other hand, sometimes propositions aren’t

just plain obvious, but they are obvious to some. In the mathematician example,

if the proof is complicated, perhaps it is not obvious that the formula follows from

the axioms, but it is obvious to the mathematics professor that the formula follows

from the axioms.

As in the last section, let’s consider some dialogues that will give us clues as

to what absolute obviousness is. These dialogues will relate relative and absolute

obviousness.

Dialogue 3: Should be obvious 44

Husband: Do you see the rabbit in the picture?

Wife: No. Is there even a rabbit in the picture?

Husband: Yes, it’s obvious.

Wife: It’s not obvious to me.

Husband: Well, it should be.

Wife: IWhy do you say that?

Husband: Your eyesight isn’t bad. Just look at it, and it’ll be obvious to

you.

Dialogue 4: No expectations of obviousness

Birdwatcher: This is a red-breasted nut hatcher.

Observer: How do you know that?

Birdwatcher: Well, I guess it’s just obvious to me.

Observer: It’s certainly not obvious to me!

Birdwatcher: Right, it’s not obvious. And I don’t expect it to be obvious

to most people. But it is to me—I’ve been a birder my whole life.

44 Gibbons (2010) gives an example that parallels this one. In it, someone is looking for a
restroom and misses the obvious because he doesn’t see a bright sign indicating where the restrooms
are.
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In the first dialogue, what the husband meant by saying that it is obvious that

there is a rabbit in the picture is that it should be obvious to his wife that there is a

rabbit in the picture. In the second dialogue, what the birder meant by saying that

it is not obvious that the bird is a red-breasted nut hatcher is that she would not

expect it to be obvious to most people that the bird is a red-breasted nut hatcher.

In both dialogues—and, I think, in any reasonable dialogues that relate absolute

and relative obviousness—the absolute obviousness claim will be normative. Either

what is obvious simpliciter either should be obvious or is obvious to most people in

normal conditions. Here’s the account:

(Obvious) p is obvious =df p is obvious to anyone who is a normally–

functioning subject in normal conditions, and p is not obvious to anyone

who is a less-than-normal-functioning subject or who is in worse-than-normal

conditions.45

I’ll say three things about this definition. First, the normal functioning is what

makes absolute obviousness normative. I’m not going to say what exactly normal

function is. Instead, I’ll assume the intuitive view that there is some normal function

for subjects.

Second, (Obvious) is compatible with a vague threshold as to what constitutes

normal function. This would entail that it’s vague whether it is obvious that p,

which is exactly what I think we should expect.

Third, in dialogue, people may take the conditions for normal function to be

di↵erent than others do. For example, some people may think that the normally

functioning person can do very complicated mathematical proofs and, as a result, say

that it is obvious that the complicated conclusion follows. The fact that people may

take the conditions for normal function to be di↵erent than others helps to provide an

45 Black (1983, 382) also gives normalcy conditions for what is for a proposition to be obvious
simpliciter, but she does not argue for the position.
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error theory. If people are wrong about whether p is obvious, it’s because they think

conditions for normal function are lower or higher than they are. If the speaker takes

the conditions to be higher, the speaker will think more propositions are obvious than

are actually obvious. If the speaker takes the conditions to be lower, the speaker

will think some propositions are not obvious when they actually are. Also, in the

above definition, people take the conditions for normal conditions to be di↵erent

than others do. Normal conditions usually involve the subject paying su�cient

attention and in some relevant circumstances (e.g. in the condition of looking in a

certain direction), but sometimes the speaker doesn’t take the conditions to involve

these specifications. Of course, what the normalcy conditions involve will influence

whether a proposition is obvious, and this, as above, also helps provide an error

theory: if people are wrong about whether p is obvious, it’s because they think that

what’s involved in normal conditions is di↵erent than what is actually involved.

Here is an objection to (Obvious).46 What is normal is relative to the stage

of development of the subject. What is normal to adults is not normal to children,

because many children don’t have the more-refined conceptual understanding that

most adults have. If (Obvious) is correct, then children are often counterexamples.

Suppose it’s obvious that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front of me. According to

(Obvious), if it is not obvious to a subject that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front

of her, she is functioning below normal or is in less-than-normal conditions. But

children who don’t have any understanding as to what a Dr. Pepper can is are

functioning normally (for children) and are in normal conditions.

Further, what is normal is relative to the cultural and educational surroundings

of a subject. Someone who has never been near a Dr. Pepper can may be functioning

normally and in normal conditions (for that culture and level of education), but it

is not obvious to that subject that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front of her.

46 This objection is inspired by conversation with Alex Pruss.
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Further, (Obvious) doesn’t mention anything about what’s normal given spe-

cific situations. In Dialogue 3, for example, the husband thinks it’s obvious that

there is a rabbit in the picture. However, to a normally-functioning person S who

is in normal conditions but is not looking at the picture, it’s not obvious to S that

there is a rabbit in the picture.

In reply, I agree with the objector that what constitutes normalcy conditions

is relative to the stage of development of the subject, the cultural and educational

surroundings, and the situation. I disagree that this creates a problem for or coun-

terexamples to (Obvious). Here’s how the apparent counterexamples are supposed to

work. They take a proposition that is purportedly obvious. This proposition is obvi-

ous relative to a certain stage of development, cultural and educational surrounding,

and situation. Call this stage of development, cultural and educational surrounding,

and situation “Circumstance A”. Then, the counterexampler finds a di↵erent stage

of development, cultural and educational surrounding, and situation—call this “Cir-

cumstance B”. The normalcy conditions in Circumstance B are su�ciently di↵erent

from those in Circumstance A. There is, the objector maintains, a proposition that

is obvious to a normal subject in Circumstance A according to the normalcy con-

ditions in Circumstance A, but that same proposition is not obvious to a normal

subject in circumstance B according to the normalcy conditions in Circumstance B.

In order for the objector’s alleged counterexamples to work, the normalcy conditions

need to shift from those in Circumstance A to those in Circumstance B, and it has

to be the case that whether propositions are obvious varies along with those shifts.

However, it’s not the case that according to (Obvious), if a proposition is obvious,

then that proposition is obvious to every normal person in a normal circumstance

according to the standard of normalcy there. Instead, if we suppose, as the objector

does, that a proposition is obvious in Circumstance A, we would expect the same

proposition not to be obvious in Circumstance B. For example, if an apparent coun-
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terexample relies on the normalcy conditions under which it is obvious that there

is a Dr. Pepper can in front of me as being those normalcy conditions of an adult

from a culture familiar with Dr. Pepper cans and in a situation with normal lighting

and no obstructions, then we would expect that for those not in those conditions it

would not be obvious that there is a Dr. Pepper can in front of them. According to

the former conditions, it is obvious. According to the latter, it is not obvious. This

is what we would expect, given that normalcy conditions are relative to a certain

stage of development, cultural and educational surrounding, and situation. In any

case, if a proposition is obvious, there are some normalcy conditions, etc., that are

in play, and if some proposition p is obvious in some stage of development, cul-

tural and educational surrounding, and situation A, then for a subject that is in a

stage of development, cultural and educational surrounding, and situation B that

is less-than-normal relative to A, p may not be obvious. The alleged counterexam-

ples, then, exploit the shifting normalcy conditions from those of Circumstance A

to those of Circumstance B, but once we set the normalcy conditions (say, to those

of Circumstance A), we shouldn’t expect the same propositions to be obvious in

su�ciently di↵erent normalcy conditions.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I was interested in giving an account of the kinds of obvious-

ness that are relevant to certain metaphilosophical issues, particularly the metaphilo-

sophical advice given by common sense philosophers. Toward understanding why

common sense philosophers pick obvious propositions as the ones to start with and

stick to, I first gave an account of relative obviousness: a proposition is obvious

to me just in case I know that proposition and my knowing that proposition is

immune to undercutting defeat. Next, I provided an account of absolute obvious-

ness: a proposition is obvious simpliciter just in case that proposition is obvious
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to a normally functioning subject in normal conditions (and that proposition is

not obvious to anyone who is a less-than-normal-functioning subject or who is in

worse-than-normal conditions). I think these accounts match cases really well, and

perhaps even more importantly, these accounts are useful for justifying common

sense philosophers’ metaphilosophical advice (begin with what is obvious and never

give up the more obvious for the less obvious) and for doing the work common sense

philosophers think obviousness is supposed to do. However, when I argued for the

immune-to-undercutting-defeat account above by showing the work obviousness can

do if the account is correct, I did so rather briefly. In the following chapters, I’ll

expand on two of these important arguments for the immune-to-undercutting-defeat

account above. In the next chapter, I’ll show how, given the account above, common

sense philosophers’ advice is helpful during disagreement with both epistemic peers

and epistemic superiors, and in the last chapter, I’ll show the advantage the above

account gives to those who want to make the neo-Moorean arguments that many

common sense philosophers make.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Superior Disagreement and the Obvious

Suppose you disagree with someone you know 1) is vastly more intelligent than

you are, 2) has much more evidence than you do on the disputed topic, and 3) is

at least as genuine, careful, attentive, and resilient toward the pursuit of truth as

you are. Call this person your “epistemic superior.” Suppose also that you disagree

with her so strongly that if you were to “split the di↵erence” with her and believe

somewhere near the middle of where your and her credences are in the disputed

proposition p, or if you were to assign a credence much more like hers, you would

no longer believe the proposition. Last, suppose her credence in p represents the

majority of your superiors’ credences regarding p. Let us call this kind of case a

case of “superior disagreement”. Should you be conciliatory and cease believing p,

or should you remain steadfast and continue to believe?

At first glance, it seems that you should give up your belief. After all, since

you know she’s an epistemic superior (rather than just an epistemic peer), it seems

that you should give her position more epistemic weight than you would that of

an epistemic peer. Even if you don’t think we should split the di↵erence with an

epistemic peer, presumably with someone who is a superior we should assign a

credence much more like our superior’s.

But that’s at first glance. Sometimes when we disagree with someone we know

to be an epistemic superior, we think it’s reasonable to remain steadfast in our belief.

(I’ll give some cases below.) So, perhaps we can still reasonably remain steadfast

during superior disagreement.

In this chapter, I’ll give a non-trivial principle that informs us when it is

reasonable to steadfastly believe a proposition or maintain a position even while
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disagreeing with someone we know to be our epistemic superior. To do this, I’ll

first give some motivations for the view that we should be conciliatory in cases of

superior disagreement. In that section I’ll also address those positions according to

which we should remain steadfast in our beliefs in cases of peer disagreement, ask

whether these positions license steadfastness in cases of superior disagreement, and

conclude that they don’t. Second, I’ll give the principle that determines when it’s

reasonable to remain steadfast in cases of superior disagreement, and I’ll argue that

the principle I’ve given accommodates the motivations for both the conciliatory and

steadfastness views in the peer disagreement literature. Third, I’ll show that the

principle I’ve given isn’t trivial. The principle would be trivial if it informed us that

we could never, or hardly ever, remain steadfast during superior disagreement. I’ll

show that, plausibly, the principle I’ve given allows us to remain steadfast in enough

cases of superior disagreement that the principle isn’t trivial. If I’m correct, there

is a simple and intuitively plausible, non-trivial principle that informs us when it is

reasonable to disagree with those we know to be our epistemic superiors.

4.1 Conciliation During Superior Disagreement

According to conciliatory views of peer disagreement, when you disagree with

an epistemic peer—someone who has all the same evidence as you do, who is equally

good at responding to her evidence, and who is just as genuine, careful, attentive,

and resilient as you are about trying to discover the truth—you should lower your

credence in your position, perhaps even splitting the di↵erence between your position

and your peer’s. For example, if I believe with .8 confidence that the 20% tip on a

restaurant bill is $43 and my peer believes with .8 confidence that the tip is not
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$43,1 then I should lower my confidence level, perhaps all the way down to .5, that

the tip is $43.

There are two motivations behind the conciliatory view. First, my epistemic

peer will reason just like I do. In fact, I may say before we disagree that I trust my

peer’s reasoning capabilities just as much as I trust my own. I may even say that if

my peer reaches a di↵erent conclusion than I do, it’s as if I had been presented with

the same evidence again and came to a di↵erent conclusion than I have now come to.

For example, if I had to calculate the tip again, perhaps I would be .8 confident that

the bill was not $43. Second, if a third party were to decide on the disputed matter,

knowing the epistemic abilities of each party in the dispute and their evidence, it

would be unreasonable for that third party not to adopt a credence evenly between

those of the disputing parties.

Why not be a conciliationist? The primary argument against the conciliatory

view is that if we are conciliatory, we’ll be forced into an undesirable form of skep-

ticism.2 For example, Peter van Inwagen (1996, 31) writes: “[I]t must be possible

for one to be justified in accepting a philosophical thesis when there are philoso-

phers who, by all objective and external criteria, are at least equally well qualified

to pronounce on that thesis and who reject it.”3 In many cases, when someone is

faced with peer disagreement, one can hold her ground and take the other party to

be unreliable (and so not really be a peer after all), or to take the other party to

have made a mistake in that particular instance. After all, if our apparent epistemic

peer isn’t infallible, they do make mistakes sometimes. Why not this time? A good

1 And, as is assumed in the literature on peer disagreement, I’m fully confident that the
disputant believes with .8 confidence that the restaurant bill is not $43, that the other disputant
is my epistemic peer, and that that if the restaurant bill is $43, then it’s not the case that the
restaurant bill is not $43. I’ll assume this throughout.

2 See Christensen (2009, 757–8). For conciliationist replies to the skepticism objection, see,
e.g., Christensen (2007, 214–6), Elga (2007, 492–4) and Bogardus (2009, 330–2).

3 A similar argument is made in Plantinga (2000), Kelly (2005), and Feldman (2007).
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reason for thinking the other party is making a mistake this time is that we disagree

with that party, and we can’t both be right. It’s not so bad to use what we’ve

reasoned to in order to make judgments about whether someone else is wrong. After

all, what else do we have to go on? We’re not an impersonal third party arbiter

of disputes, so we have to resolve disputes from a first person rather than a third

person perspective.4

There are some concerns with reasoning this way. If we reasoned this way in

each case of peer disagreement, we would always be able to discount the views of our

epistemic peers merely in virtue of the fact that they are fallible and they disagree

with us in this particular instance. It seems misguided to be dogmatic about all of

our beliefs, thinking that our epistemic peers mess up somehow whenever we disagree

with them.

The proponent of steadfastness can reply in a way inspired by David Chris-

tiansen. David Christensen (2007), who is amenable to conciliatory views, argues

that one does not need to split the di↵erence between himself and his disagreeing

epistemic peer. According to Christensen, if I disagree with an epistemic peer, I

may think that one of us is reasoning incorrectly. Perhaps my epistemic peer isn’t

thinking particularly well. I have access to my own mental states but not the states

of my peer, so I’m in a better position to think that I’m not the one messing up in

that instance. Bryan Frances (2010b), (2010a) gives a good example of this. Sup-

pose Moe has a .8 credence that the restaurant tip is $43 and his epistemic peer Joe

has a .2 credence that the restaurant tip is $43. Suppose I, a third party observer,

know that Moe is clear-headed, but I don’t know as much about Joe’s mental state.

It would be reasonable for me to assign a credence above .5 that the tip is $43. Now

suppose that Moe = me. Since I know my mental states better than I know my

4 Christensen (2007) and (2009) criticizes this view, which he attributes to Foley (2001).
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disputer’s mental state, I have more information to go on, and I can tip the credence

scales more in my favor.

There is a problem with this reply. Often when we’ve made mental mistakes,

we don’t think we’re in a malfunctioning mental state. Suppose my interlocutor

tells me that he’s in a very clear mental state. Should I take him to be telling me

something false? If so, why don’t I take my mental state to be one in which it seems

like it’s not malfunctioning but is? Since it doesn’t seem overwhelmingly more likely

that my friend is telling me something false than that I’m in a malfunctioning mental

state that seems like it isn’t malfunctioning, the di↵erence between the credence I

would assign were I to split the di↵erence and the credence I would assign were I to

tilt the scales slightly in my favor seems negligible.

Further, even if the credence scales tilt slightly in my favor when I’m disagree-

ing with an epistemic peer, when I debate with someone who I know is vastly epis-

temically superior, the scales tilt in favor of that superior. According to Christensen,

it’s obvious that when we disagree with superiors, we should lower our credence a

significant degree: “Obviously...if I have reason to believe that my friend has more

evidence, or is likely to be better at responding to the evidence, I should change my

belief upon learning of hers.” (Christensen, 2007, 188)

So it seems that some sort of conciliation is preferable to steadfastness during

peer disagreement, and a conciliatory approach is much more preferable than a

steadfast approach to superior disagreement. But doesn’t a conciliatory approach

to superior disagreement raise similar skeptical concerns to those van Inwagen had

about conciliatory approaches to peer disagreement? Suppose you believe logical

positivism to be false, but then you find that most of your epistemic superiors hold

it to be true. Should you thereby disbelieve (or significantly lower your credence)

that logical positivism is false? If you should, perhaps we philosophers should let our

epistemic superiors tell us what to believe, or at least significantly influence what we
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believe. After all, if we come to our own conclusions but learn of their disagreement,

we should significantly lower our credence in that proposition anyway. Here’s another

way to think about superior disagreement. Just as we can take an epistemic peer to

reason in the same way we would were we to reason all over again, we can take an

epistemic superior to reason the way we would were we more intelligent and further

along in our research. If you’re like me, you often look back at what you’ve done

several years ago and think of your previous self as epistemically inferior, and you

wish that you were then in the epistemic condition you’re in now. I thought I had

good arguments, but I now know better, and it’s reasonable for me now to think that

my arguments back then weren’t as good as I thought they were. If knowing someone

is a superior is like looking at me in my potentially more-advanced epistemic state,

perhaps I should adopt the position of my epistemic superior, thinking that I now

have arguments that I think are good but will later find out aren’t (if I get to that

superior epistemic state). Sure, it’s possible that my epistemic superior is making

a mistake in this particular instance of disagreement, but that’s unlikely. It’s more

likely I’m the one who’s making the mistake. This case shows that disagreement

with an epistemic superior gives me an undercutting defeater for my justification for

the disputed proposition. To illustrate this point, I’ll first start with an unrealistic

case, then I’ll give a more realistic case.

Suppose I disagree with a fellow philosopher, Charity. I know that Charity

is much more intelligent than I am: she’s better at weighing evidence and making

the right connections between the evidence she has and what it’s evidence for. But

suppose she and I share all the same evidence, I believe P, and she doesn’t believe P.

(Suppose further that either I don’t know of any other superiors’ doxastic attitude

toward P or that I know that most of my other superiors also disagree with me about

P.) In this case, I’m (prima facie) justified in believing that I’ve made a mistake
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somewhere either in weighing the evidence or connecting the evidence to what it’s

evidence for. My justification for P has been undercut.5

To clarify what superior disagreement does to an inferior’s justification for

P, I’ll say what it is for one’s justification for P to be undercut. This will play

an essential role in the account I give below. First, when a subject’s justification

has been undercut (in the sense in which I’m using it here), it has been defeated.

When we have evidence for a proposition, that evidence supports a proposition

with a certain degree of force. Sometimes we acquire additional information that

diminishes the force that evidence has. If we were at first justified in believing P on

evidence E, the new information, D, can diminish the force of our evidence so much

that (in the absence of defeater-defeaters) we are no longer justified in believing P. In

this case, the evidence’s force has been defeated ; E and D together do not su�ciently

support P.6 Here, D is a defeater. There is a standard distinction (made initially by

John Pollock) between two kinds of defeaters: rebutting defeaters and undercutting

defeaters.7 A rebutter is evidence for not-p. It’s first-order evidence: evidence that

p is false. An undercutter is evidence against E’s support for p. An undercutter is

second-order evidence: evidence against the connection or force E has toward p.8

In the example above, since Charity and I share all the same evidence for (and

against) P, Charity can’t provide a rebutting defeater for my justification for P. To

do that, she’d have to give me some new evidence against P, but there’s no evidence

5 My justification for P has not been rebutted because she hasn’t o↵ered me any evidence
for not-P I don’t already have. I made the distinction between an undercutter and a rebutter in
Chapter Three.

6 This is not an exceptionless account of defeat. There are cases in which E supports p
but D supports p more strongly and D makes it so that E doesn’t as strongly support p when
conjoined to D as it does independently. (For one such case, see Kotzen (Kotzen, 16), or footnote
21 of chapter 3.1.) Nevertheless, this formulation is su�cient for our purposes here. For more-
complicated (and di↵ering) accounts that overcome the above counterexamples, see footnote 21 of
chapter 3.1 or Kotzen (Kotzen, 18).

7 See especially Pollock (1987) for this distinction.

8 This description of undercutters is made by Kvanvig (2011) and isn’t made by Pollock.
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against P I don’t already have. Instead, the fact that my superior disagrees with

me about P gives me an undercutting defeater for my justification for P. Probably

(and prima facie), I have failed to weigh the evidence properly or I’ve failed to see

the connection between the evidence and what it’s evidence for. Since I have an

undercutting defeater for my justification for P, I should (in the absence of further

information) significantly lower my credence from what it was.

Now, a more realistic case: suppose everything from the last case obtains,

except suppose Charity has more evidence than I doin fact, she is a superior in the

sense specified in the first sentence of this chapter. Should I then significantly lower

my credence in P? Yes, I should, since the same conditions as in the last case still

obtain. The only di↵erence between the previous case and this one is that in this

case, Charity has more evidence than I do, so perhaps Charity would be able to

provide me with a rebutting defeater. This possibility may make it reasonable for

me to lower my credence a little more, but not that much. After all, I shouldn’t

assume that my superiors have based their credence in P on evidence I don’t have.

The reasonable thing for me to do (if the option is available) is to ask my superior

what evidence she has based her credence in P on. Perhaps then she can provide

a rebutting defeater, or perhaps she can’t. In both cases, though, independent of

whether she can provide this rebutting defeater, most of the work in making it

reasonable for me to lower my credence in P is that my epistemic superior has a

di↵erent doxastic attitude toward P than I do. In fact, even if I have a really high

credence in a proposition, if someone who is vastly epistemically superior (e.g. much

more intelligent) who has a doxastic attitude vastly di↵erently from mine will make

it reasonable (in the absence of further information) for me to significantly lower my

credence in that proposition, plausibly to the point of not believing it anymore. The

same considerations will apply to any case in which my justification for believing a

proposition is susceptible to undercutting defeat.
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That’s bad. It seems that there should be some cases in which an epistemic

inferior is justified in disagreeing with someone she knows is vastly epistemically

superior, otherwise those of us who haven’t had the time to do as much research and

who are not as intellectually well-endowed should let their superiors decide what

they should believe, or at least let their superior significantly sway their beliefs.

But certainly those who haven’t done as much research and who are epistemically

inferior hold reasonable positions that their superiors disagree with, and they should

be able to continue to hold these positions with confidence. Sometimes superiors

make mistakes or lose touch of reality, and it would be helpful to have a principle

according to which it is reasonable for these inferiors to remain steadfast and to

hold that their superiors have lost touch on that particular occasion. And further,

superiors should think of themselves as capable of learning from inferiors, not as

deciding in every case what their inferiors should believe.9 Of course it would,

however, be unreasonable for someone to maintain that they are right in every case

of superior disagreement, so the principle we’re after is one that allows an inferior

to remain steadfast in some, but not all, cases of superior disagreement.

In the next section, I’ll give a principle according to which it is reasonable

for a subject to remain steadfast in her belief even when someone who is vastly

epistemically superior holds a vastly di↵erent credence than she does. After I’ve

given this principle, in section 3 I’ll show that this principle is applicable in many

cases.

4.2 Justification For the Obvious During Superior Disagreement

Here’s the principle I propose according to which it is reasonable for an inferior

to remain steadfast during superior disagreement:

If S is obviously-justified in believing p, then it is reasonable for S
to steadfastly believe p during superior disagreement.

9 Thanks to Jon Kvanvig for this point.
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By “S is obviously-justified in believing p” I don’t mean that it is obvious that

S is justified in believing p; rather, I mean that S is justified in believing p in this

way: S possesses all the epistemic components that one possesses when p is obvious

to S. In the rest of this section, I’ll say more about what it is for someone to be

obviously-justified in believing a proposition, then I’ll show how this account makes

it reasonable for the subject to steadfastly believe p during superior disagreement.

Elsewhere (chapter 2), I’ve argued that obvious-justification is a kind of justi-

fication that is immune to undercutting defeat.10 Whereas ordinary, non-obvious-

justification for p is susceptible to undercutting defeat, on my account obvious-

justification is not so susceptible. When a subject has the kind of justification that

is immune to undercutting defeat, the subject has something she didn’t have before

(in chapter 2 I liken this to a lot of undercutting-defeater-defeaters). This new thing

has a certain power to prevent propositions from defeating—by undercutting—that

subject’s justification for p. Those propositions may diminish the subject’s justifi-

cation, but the subject’s justification can’t be defeated by undercutting.

It may seem that no one ever has this kind of justification, but I think there

are examples that show we do. I’ve given these examples in chapter 2: the example

in which it’s obvious to me that I’m a human and the example in which it’s obvious

to me that I’m in pain.

If obvious-justification is immune to undercutting defeat, it should be clear

that it is reasonable for a subject with this kind of justification to remain stead-

fast in the face of disagreement with even someone she knows is vastly epistemi-

10 Tomas Bogardus (2009) introduces a di↵erent account of obvious-justification when dis-
cussing peer disagreement that I’ll briefly address here. (I reply to this account in chapter 3.1.)
According to Bogardus’ account, you’re obviously-justified just in case you have direct acquain-
tance with the truth of the proposition you’re obviously-justified in believing. Bogardus thinks
we’re reasonable not to give equal weight to our disagreeing epistemic peers’ credence in p when
we’re obviously-justified in believing p. Bogardus, though, thinks that such cases are not cases of
peer disagreement, since we have evidence (direct acquaintance with the truth of p) that our appar-
ent peer doesn’t have. Contrary to this, I think I can disagree with a peer—even a superior—about
a proposition I’m obviously-justified in believing.
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cally superior. As I showed at the end of the last section, disagreement with an

epistemic superior can provide an undercutting defeater for the epistemic inferior’s

justification—at least the disagreement provides a defeater for any kind of justifica-

tion that is susceptible to undercutting defeat. The kind of justification a subject has

when that subject has obvious-justification, though, is the kind of justification that

isn’t susceptible to undercutting defeat. There’s another kind of defeat—rebutting

defeat—but an inferior can’t assume that her superior has based her belief on ev-

idence the inferior doesn’t have. In cases of superior disagreement, the inferior

can request this additional evidence, or the superior can provide evidence against

the inferior’s conclusion, so provide a rebutting defeater. But without a superior’s

provision of this additional evidence, it is reasonable for an inferior that is obviously-

justified to remain steadfast when she knows her superior disagrees with her.

The principle above is compatible with the desideratum that it is not rea-

sonable for an epistemic inferior to remain steadfast in every instance of superior

disagreement, nor is it reasonable for her to think her superior is malfunctioning

whenever the superior disagrees with her.11 The principle above satisfies that

desideratum so long as there are cases in which a subject is not obviously-justified

in believing some propositions, and clearly there are such cases—many cases are

like that. So, sometimes the superior’s position has some significant bearing on the

inferior’s epistemic status, and sometimes it doesn’t. That is exactly what we should

want.

The principle I’ve provided is not unprecedented. The account of obvious-

justification I’ve given above nicely explains common sense philosophers’ metaphilo-

sophical advice: “Start with what’s obvious,”12 and, “Never give up the more

11 There are other positions according to which it is sometimes reasonable and sometimes
unreasonable for a subject to remain steadfast during superior disagreement. See, e.g. Kvanvig
(2011).

12 See, for example, Ledwig (2006), 141.
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obvious for the less obvious.”13 What you start with and what you are never

to give up are those propositions that are obvious. If those obvious propositions

are obvious to you, then, by definition, you have obvious-justification for believing

them.14 If, as I’ve proposed above, obvious-justification is the kind of justification

that is immune to undercutting defeat, it is reasonable to start with these proposi-

tions and to steadfastly believe these propositions in the face of opposing testimony.

Obvious-justification is supposed to make it reasonable for you to start with some

propositions rather than to test their reasonableness through dispute. If your justifi-

cation for a proposition can’t be undercut, that proposition is a good place to start.

Since common sense philosophers’ metaphilosophical advice is supposed to provide

a starting point for debate, and one that you can resolutely maintain—even debate

with an epistemic superior—against any proposition that is less obvious, if the above

account succeeds in allowing what is obvious to do that work, that’s good evidence

that the above account correctly describes the kind of propositions common sense

philosophers are talking about when they give the metaphilosophical advice above,

and it helps explain why those propositions do the work common sense philosophers

think they do.

13 See, for example, Kvanvig (1989), who cites Rawls (1971) and Daniels (1979) in note 5.

14 Objection: Perhaps you have obvious-justification for a proposition that isn’t obvious (in
the sense in which it’s used in common sense philosophers’ advice). In that case, the account above
doesn’t capture what common sense philosophers are advising; rather, it makes it so that common
sense philosophers are advising someone to maintain a belief when that person shouldn’t maintain
that belief.
Reply: It may be that a subject has obvious-justification only for propositions that are obvious. If
that’s true, the objection doesn’t succeed. However, perhaps the subject has obvious-justification
for propositions that are not obvious. There are two kinds of cases. The first is due to the superior
function of the subject. For example, perhaps complex mathematical formulae are obvious to an
intelligent mathematician but aren’t obvious simpliciter. In this case, the mathematician would
still do well to follow the common sense philosophers’ advice. The second is due to the inferior
function of the subject, but it is impossible, on my view, for subject to be obviously-justified in
believing a proposition that isn’t obvious simpliciter due to some inferior function (see chapter 1).
In either case, then, the account above makes it so that the common sense philosophers’ advice
succeeds in accomplishing what common sense philosophers want it to accomplish.
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Before I continue, I’ll give and reply to an objection to the principle I’ve

given above. The objection is that my account conflicts with Michael Bergmann’s

view that subjective defeaters are defeaters. Subjective defeaters are propositions

I unjustifiedly believe that, together with my evidence, do not support the target

proposition. Suppose:

(1) I am obviously-justified in believing p, and

(2) I think my superior’s testimony that not-p defeats, by undercutting, my

justification for p.

On the view I’ve given so far, 1–2 is possible. I can be obviously-justified in believing

p even when I don’t think I have the kind of justification for p that is immune to

undercutting defeat, and I can still be (obviously-) justified in believing p even

when I take my justification for p to be defeated. However—and here comes the

objectionMichael Bergmann (2006) has argued:

(3) If I take my justification for p to be defeated, then it is defeated.

1–3 form an inconsistent triad. Since I hold that I can be obviously-justified in

believing some propositions, either 2 or 3 is, in each case, false. I don’t think 2

is false. There’s nothing about my justification for believing p that requires that I

don’t hold additional unjustified beliefs, like the belief that my justification for p is

defeated. Instead, I deny 3. I propose we restrict the scope of 3 so that instead we

have:

3’. If I take my non-obvious justification for p to be defeated, then it is defeated.

3’ is compatible with the following:

If I take my obvious-justification for p to be defeated by undercut-
ting, it is not so defeated.

On my view, subjective undercutting defeaters do not defeat my obvious-justification

for a proposition even if they defeat my non-obvious justification for a proposition.
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1, 2, and 3’ are consistent and compatible with the view I’ve given above. What

remains is for me to see if Bergmann’s arguments force me to hold that subjective

defeaters defeat any justification I have for a proposition or whether I can make the

above distinction. I’ll give both of Bergmann’s arguments for 3, and his arguments

will better instruct us about the work obvious-justification does.

Bergmann’s first argument begins by noting that a subject’s belief is justified

only if it is an appropriate response to that subject’s evidence. Intuitively, if a

subject (even unjustifiedly) believes a defeater, the subject’s total evidence includes

the defeater, and as a result the target proposition is not an appropriate response

to the subject’s total evidence. Here’s Bergmann:

[C]onsider whether your belief that you have hands is an appropriate
response to the rest of your evidence, which includes not only your
perceptual experience but also your belief that that perceptual ex-
perience can’t be relied on to indicate the truth about whether you
have hands. And it seems intuitively that the belief that you have
hands is not an appropriate response to that combined evidence.
Given all that, it seems that your belief that you have hands is an
inappropriate response to the evidence you have. It is, therefore,
unjustified in the circumstances. (Bergmann, 2006, 165)

According to Bergmann, then, beliefs about the unreliability of a belief source

are part of my evidence, even if those beliefs are themselves unjustified, and the

appropriate response to this evidence is not to believe the deliverances of that belief

source. To apply this to our present case, suppose I have obvious-justification for

believing p and a superior testifies that not-p. Suppose I believe the superior. I now

have evidence that the evidence I have for p doesn’t su�ciently support p—I have

acquired an alleged undercutting defeater for my justification for believing p—and

on that new evidence, perhaps I’m no longer justified in believing p.

In reply, as I said above, when a subject has obvious-justification, the sub-

ject has the kind of justification she has when she merely knows plus something she

didn’t have before. This something-she-didn’t-have-before does the work that a lot of
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undercutting-defeater-defeaters do. If we have evidence E for p and a subjective (un-

dercutting) defeater D is added to our evidence, if we have obvious-justification for

p, it’s as if E already contains a(n undercutting) defeater-defeater so that D doesn’t

defeat (by undercutting) our justification for p. So, even if a subjective undercutting

defeater for our justification for p is added to our evidence, since we have something

that acts as an undercutting defeater-defeater when we have obvious-justification for

p, the subjective undercutting defeater doesn’t defeat our justification for believing

p. Bergmann’s argument, then, is amenable to the view that subjective defeaters

don’t defeat obvious-justification. (It is worth noting, however, that some subjec-

tive undercutters may diminish one’s rational confidence in a proposition for which

she has obvious-justification, but no undercutter can defeat one’s justification for

believing that proposition.)

Bergmann’s second argument is that it just seems intuitive that subjective

defeaters defeat. To illustrate, Bergmann uses a thermometer example. Suppose

you used to believe it is 72 degrees outside when the thermometer indicated it was

72 degrees outside, and so on for the thermometer’s other readings. But then sup-

pose you unjustifiedly believe that the thermometer you’ve been using is unreliable.

Bergmann says that if you continue to believe it’s 72 degrees outside because the

thermometer indicates it’s 72 degrees outside, your belief is unjustified. And that

belief is unjustified precisely because “you think (we can stipulate) that they were

formed by relying on an unreliable thermometer. The fact that your belief that

the thermometer is unreliable is itself unjustified does not a↵ect this conclusion.”

(Bergmann, 2006, 165, n. 20)

Bergmann may be correct about many cases even if it’s also intuitive that

subjective undercutting defeaters don’t defeat obvious-justification. Suppose it’s

obvious to you that 2+2 is not 7. Then suppose you unjustifiedly believe that

you’re not very reliable at doing math in your head. Are you unjustified if you
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continue to believe that 2+2 is not 7? Intuitively, even if you’re doubtful about

your abilities to do math in your head, it would be crazy to think you wouldn’t be

justified in believing 2+2 isn’t 7. Of course you’re justified in believing 2+2 isn’t 7.

So, intuitions support that subjective defeaters defeat, but they also support that

subjective undercutting defeaters don’t defeat obvious-justification.

If you aren’t persuaded about the distinction I made, you can add a general-

ization of the denial of 2 to the left side of the principle I defended above. Here’s

the result:

If S is obviously-justified in believing p and S doesn’t take S’s justi-
fication for p to be defeated, then it is reasonable for S to steadfastly
believe p during superior disagreement.

I’ll continue as if this addition is unnecessary and 3’ rather than 3 is true, but what

I say in the rest of this chapter is easily adaptable to the principle with the addition.

4.3 We Have Obvious-Justification For Believing A Lot of Things

So far I’ve only argued that obvious-justification allows an inferior to reason-

ably remain steadfast during superior disagreement. Still, one might worry that my

conclusion is too narrow. I could have argued for this principle:

If S has infallible justification for believing p, then it is reasonable
for S to steadfastly believe p during superior disagreement.

This principle seems trivial, or at least too narrow. The principle I defended above,

If S is obviously-justified in believing p, then it is reasonable for S
to steadfastly believe p during superior disagreement,

is broader: if S has infallible justification for believing p, then S is obviously-justified

in believing p, but not vice versa. However, even the broader principle I’ve defended

may seem too narrow. In this section, I’ll argue that according to common sense

philosophers it’s not. If there are many things that are obvious and if we have

obvious-justification for believing propositions that are obvious, then by according

to the principle I defended above we can steadfastly believe many propositions during
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superior disagreement. The upshot is that common sense philosophers’ advice is not

trivial or too narrow; rather, it can be followed in enough instances to be helpful

advice.

Many things are obvious, especially according to common sense philosophers.

G.E. Moore, for example, in his Defense of Common Sense, lists approximately 32

propositions (the number depends on how you combine or separate them) that he

claims are obvious. Here’s the passage, which I’ve made into a list. (Moore, 1925,

2)

(1) There exists at present a living human body,

(2) which is my body.

(3) This body was born at a certain time in the past,

(4) and has existed continuously ever since,

(5) though not without undergoing changes; it was, for instance, much smaller

when it was born, and for some time afterwards, than it is now.

(6) Ever since it was born, it has been either in contact with or not far from the

surface of the earth;

(7) and, at every moment since it was born, there have also existed many other

things, having shape and size in three dimensions (in the same familiar sense

in which it has),

(8) from which it has been at various distances (in the familiar sense in which

it is now at a distance both from that mantelpiece and from that bookcase,

and at a greater distance from the bookcase than it is from the mantelpiece);

(9) also there have (very often, at all events) existed some other things of this

kind with which it was in contact (in the familiar sense in which it is now in

contact with the pen I am holding in my right hand and with some of the

clothes I am wearing).

(10) Among the things which have, in this sense, formed part of its environment
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(i.e. have been either in contact with it, or at some distance from it, however

great) there have, at every moment since its birth, been large numbers of

other living human bodies,

(11) each of which has, like it, (a) at some time been born,

(12) (b) continued to exist from some time after birth,

(13) (c) been, at every moment of its life after birth, either in contact with or

not far from the surface of the earth;

(14) and many of these bodies have already died and ceased to exist.

(15) But the earth had existed also for many years before my body was born;

(16) and for many of these years, also, large numbers of human bodies had, at

every moment, been alive upon it;

(17) and many of these bodies had died and ceased to exist before it was born.

(18) Finally (to come to a di↵erent class of propositions), I am a human being,

(19) and I have, at di↵erent times since my body was born, had many di↵erent

experiences,

(20) of each of many di↵erent kinds: e.g. I have often perceived both my own

body and other things which formed part of its environment, including other

human bodies;

(21) I have not only perceived things of this kind, but have also observed facts

about them, such as, for instance, the fact which I am now observing, that

that mantelpiece is at present nearer to my body than that bookcase;

(22) I have been aware of other facts, which I was not at the time observing, such

as, for instance, the fact, of which I am now aware, that my body existed

yesterday and was then also for some time nearer to that mantelpiece than

to that bookcase;

(23) I have had expectations with regard to the future,

(24) and many beliefs of other kinds,
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(25) both true

(26) and false;

(27) I have thought of imaginary things

(28) and persons

(29) and incidents, in the reality of which I did not believe;

(30) I have had dreams;

(31) and I have had feelings of many di↵erent kinds.

(32) And, just as my body has been the body of a human being, namely myself,

who has, during his lifetime, had many experiences of each of these (and

other) di↵erent kinds; so, in the case of very many of the other human

bodies which have lived upon the earth, each has been the body of a di↵erent

human being, who has, during the lifetime of that body, had many di↵erent

experiences of each of these (and other) di↵erent kinds.

Moore says that all of these propositions are obvious. Moore also says he

knows each of the above propositions “with certainty”, which raises a concern. The

concern is that if all of the paradigmatically obvious propositions that Moore lists are

also known with certainty, and if knowing a proposition with certainty is knowing it

infallibly or with (a certain understanding of) epistemic probability 1,15 then there

are two possible consequences, each of which is bad. First, either Moore’s list is

way too long and there are very few, if any, obvious propositions, which raises the

triviality/narrowness concern I gave earlier, or second, Moore is crazy to think he

15 There are di↵erent views about how to measure the epistemic probability of a proposition.
I’ll adopt the understanding given by Jeremy Fantl and Matthew McGrath given below, even if this
measure isn’t clear. (For a criticism of Fantl and McGrath on epistemic probability, see Kvanvig
(Forthcoming).) For one di↵erent view of how to measure epistemic probability, Williamson (2000)
argues that if S knows p, p has epistemic probability 1 for S. If that’s correct and if to know
a proposition with certainty just is to have epistemic probability 1 for those propositions, then
Moore’s statement that he knows the common sense propositions with certainty doesn’t raise the
concerns I raise here.
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knows all of the above propositions with certainty, in which case we shouldn’t be

taking Moore’s word for it that the above propositions are obvious.

This concern, though, doesn’t raise a problem for my view. If by ‘with cer-

tainty’ Moore means infallibly or with epistemic probability 1, then that raises a

problem, but by saying he knows the above propositions “with certainty”, Moore

doesn’t mean that he knows them infallibly or with epistemic probability 1. The list

above includes, “There exists at present a living human body, which is my body,”

and ”I am a human being.” These propositions aren’t uncontested, and they aren’t

infallibly supported, because there are possible defeaters, like brain-in-a-vat hypothe-

ses. Since these possible (and undefeated, if they were actual) defeaters diminish the

epistemic probability of the propositions they allegedly defeat, the epistemic prob-

ability of the common sense propositions isn’t 1, either. Further, if the epistemic

probability of each of the 32 above propositions were 1, the epistemic probability

of the conjunction of all of those propositions would also be 1, but certainly the

epistemic probability of the conjunction of propositions 1–32 above is less than the

epistemic probability of any one of its conjuncts. Even more, one way to discover

whether these propositions have epistemic probability 1 for Moore is to test his bet-

ting behavior. Suppose Moore is rational and that his credence lines up with the

objective (or logical) probability. If Moore wouldn’t take a high-stakes gamble on

the conjunction of the above propositions, then he doesn’t assign them full credence,

so their epistemic probability is less than 1. Jeremy Fantl and Matt McGrath (2009),

for example, o↵er this test for whether the epistemic probability of a proposition is

1 for you:

What if we make...a gamble on your life, or your family’s lives? Here
you should not take the gamble. If so, it looks like your epistemic
probability isn’t 1 after all. (Fantl and McGrath, 2009, 188)

There is, of course, debate about whether one can use betting behavior to
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reveal one’s credences,16 but if we can, plausibly Moore wouldn’t bet his life against

a quarter on the conjunction of the above common sense propositions. By saying that

he knows them ‘with certainty’, Moore seems to mean something else besides that

they are infallibly known or that they have epistemic probability 1. He may mean

that he knows them with moral certainty—a high enough rational credence to act on

the proposition in relevant circumstances—or that it cannot be rationally doubted

or that one is justified in closing inquiry concerning the proposition. Whatever he

means, he means something compatible with the propositions’ being fallibly known

and with there being a lot of propositions that he knows with certainty. So, the

certainty worry doesn’t raise the triviality/narrowness concern about obviousness

or the craziness concern precisely because Moore means something quite broad by

“certainty”, something broad enough to allow many propositions to be obvious.

Moore used the above propositions in precisely the way I’ve suggested one

uses propositions one is obviously-justified in believing. Moore argued that the

above propositions entail the falsity of idealism. Since it’s obvious to each person,

e.g., that his or her body exists at present, those philosophers who recognize that

that proposition entails the falsity of idealism are justified in rejecting idealism—

and every other position that denies the reality of space, time, or material things.

All of this is compatible with the view that idealists are not justified in denying

idealism; perhaps they’re not obviously-justified in believing the above propositions.

Nevertheless, despite their preeminence at Moore’s time and their intelligence, Moore

still believed idealism was false because the above common sense propositions are

obvious.

Moore thought the above propositions are obvious, but the principle I’ve given

above doesn’t say anything about a proposition being obvious; instead, it says some-

thing about obvious-justification: if you’re obviously-justified in believing a propo-

16 For a good summary of some problems and their solutions, see Hajek (Hajek, 27–9).
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sition, it’s reasonable for you to steadfastly believe that proposition during superior

disagreement. Is there a link between what Moore says and the principle I gave?

I think there is. It follows from what I’ve said earlier in this dissertation that if

a proposition is obvious, a normally-functioning subject in normal conditions has

obvious-justification for believing that proposition. The first step to showing this is

to show that if a proposition is obvious, that proposition is obvious to a normally-

functioning subject in normal conditions. The second step is to show that if a

proposition is obvious to a normally-functioning subject in normal conditions, that

subject has obvious-justification for believing the proposition.

First, if a proposition is obvious, that proposition is obvious to a normally-

functioning subject in normal conditions. This follows straightforwardly from the

account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious in chapter 3.1:

(Obvious) p is obvious =df p is obvious to anyone who is a normally–

functioning subject in normal conditions, and p is not obvious to anyone

who is a less-than-normal-functioning subject or who is in worse-than-normal

conditions.

It is also shown by cases I gave in chapter 2. In that chapter, I gave two cases in

which what is obvious and what is obvious to someone comes apart. In the first case,

the subject functions in a superior way and is in normal conditions. For example,

perhaps complex mathematical formulae are obvious to an intelligent mathematician,

but they aren’t obvious simpliciter. In this case, what is obvious is obvious to

the intelligent mathematician. In the second case, the subject is functioning in an

inferior way or is in sub-standard conditions. For example, perhaps modus ponens

is obvious, but a student just doesn’t get it. In this case, there’s a proposition

that is obvious, but it’s not obvious to the student. What is obvious and what is

obvious to the subject come apart in this case, but in that case the subject is not

functioning normally. The second case is the only kind of case in which a proposition
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that is obvious is not obvious to the subject. In that case, the proposition wasn’t

obvious because the subject was functioning in an inferior way or (as we could easily

imagine the case going) the subject was in sub-standard conditions. If a subject is

functioning normally and in normal conditions, then, if a proposition is obvious, the

proposition is obvious to that subject.

If a proposition is obvious to a subject, that subject has obvious-justification

for believing that proposition. This follows from the definition I gave to obvious-

justification above. There I said that for S to be obviously-justified in believing p just

is for S to be justified in believing p when S possesses all the epistemic components

that one possesses when p is obvious to S. So, if p is obvious to S, S possesses

some epistemic components, and those epistemic components make it so that S is

obviously-justified in believing p.

From what I’ve said so far, Moore thought many propositions are obvious, and

as long as a subject is functioning normally and in normal conditions, that subject

is obviously-justified in believing those propositions. If Moore is right, there are

many more propositions that we’re obviously-justified in believing than that we’re

infallibly justified in believing. The condition I gave above in which it is reasonable

for a subject to remain steadfast during superior disagreement is not trivial, and,

I’ve tried to show, not to narrow, either. The above advice can be followed in many

cases. There are, then, many propositions about which it is reasonable for someone

to remain steadfast even during superior disagreement.

To conclude, in this chapter I’ve given reasons to think that during superior

disagreement, we should either give up our belief or assign a credence much more

like our superior’s. I’ve also given reasons to think that sometimes we should remain

steadfast during superior disagreement. Then, I gave a principle that distinguishes

these cases: it is reasonable to remain steadfast about a proposition if we have

obvious-justification for believing that proposition. I explained what I meant by
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”obvious-justification”, and I argued that that kind of justification prevents even

superiors’ testimony from undercutting our justification for the proposition about

which we disagree. Last, I addressed a concern that the principle I gave is too

narrow by showing that Moore, like other common sense philosophers, thought many

propositions are obvious.

If what I’ve said in this chapter is correct, obviousness does work that common

sense philosophers want it to do: it sets apart those propositions that someone can

start with and stick to, even in the face of disagreement with epistemic superiors.

Even our epistemic superiors sometimes deny the obvious, and when they do, we

shouldn’t waver; we should stick to what’s obvious. And we can do this in many

cases; to common sense philosophers (I used Moore as an example), there are many

propositions that are obvious, so there are many propositions that we can start with

and maintain. These propositions can, of course, be contested, but they withstand

the pressure of undercutting defeat applied in cases of superior disagreement.

In the next chapter, I’ll expand on another way in which the accounts in

chapter 2 enable obviousness to do the work common sense philosophers want it to

do. There, I’ll show that obviousness enables common sense philosophers to make

neo-Moorean arguments against skepticism in a way that escapes one of the biggest

problems for those arguments.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Skepticism About the Obvious

In chapter 3.1, I gave an account of what it is for a proposition to be obvious

to someone. There, I argued that the account I gave enables obviousness to do the

work common sense philosophers think it does, e.g. to make it reasonable to stick to

one’s positions in the face of disagreement and to make certain arguments against

skepticism. In the previous chapter, I elaborated on the first of these arguments: I

argued that if one possesses all the epistemic components that one possesses when a

proposition is obvious to one, it is reasonable for one to remain steadfast during dis-

agreement even with those one knows to be one’s epistemic superiors. In this chapter,

I’ll elaborate on the second of those arguments: I’ll argue that if a proposition is

obvious to a subject, that subject can successfully make a neo-Moorean argument

against skepticism, and I’ll argue that she can do so in a way that overcomes the

most serious problem for traditional neo-Moorean arguments.

Neo-Moorean arguments are arguments that begin with the subject having

some positive epistemic status toward an everyday or ordinary proposition (e.g. I

have hands) and conclude that a skeptical scenario is false (e.g. I am a handless

brain in a vat) on the basis of that ordinary proposition. The way neo-Moorean

arguments are represented varies, and some of these representations are problematic.

For example, sometimes the arguments are represented as if the subject herself is

making the argument:

I have hands.

(From I have hands, I deduce I’m not a handless brain in a vat (BIV).)

So, I am not a handless BIV.
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There are two problems with this formulation. First, this formulation fails to expli-

cate the epistemic status the subject has toward the premises and conclusion. As will

become clear, the success of these arguments may depend on the epistemic status the

subject has toward the first premise, so it’s worth mentioning in our representation

of the arguments. Second, representing the argument from a first-person perspective

often leads people to think that the subject needs to engage in the reasoning in the

way represented by the argument for the argument to be successful, which in turn

leads them to think that if the subject accepts the premises but doesn’t accept the

conclusion because it’s not convincing, the argument isn’t successful. I want to avoid

this thought. Clearly, an argument can be successful even if it’s not convincing.

Perhaps we could represent neo-Moorean arguments with the epistemic status

as above but with the subject’s epistemic status included:

(I know that) I have hands.

(From I have hands, I deduce I’m not a handless brain in a vat (BIV).)

So, (I know that) I am not a handless BIV.

This result is cumbersome, involving parenthesis to bracket what the subject doesn’t

include in her reasoning without making a meta-argument. Not only is it cumber-

some, but the second worry I had with the above argument also applies to this

one: it leads people to think that the argument needs to be convincing for it to be

successful.

Instead of representing neo-Moorean arguments from a first-person perspec-

tive, I suggest we represent neo-Moorean arguments from a third-person perspective

that explicates the epistemic status the subject has toward the premises and con-

clusion. Representing neo-Moorean arguments this way avoids the worries I have

above. Here, then, are three examples of neo-Moorean arguments:
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Brain-In-a-Vat

S knows that she has hands.

(From S has hands, S deduces S is not a handless brain in a vat.)

So, S knows that she’s not a handless brain in a vat (BIV).

Zebra

S knows that Harry is a zebra.

(From Harry is a zebra, S deduces Harry not a cleverly-disguised mule.)

So, S knows that Harry is not a cleverly-disguised mule.

Red Table

S knows that that table is red.

(From That table is red, S deduces That table is not white but illuminated

by red lights.)

So, S knows that that table is not white but illuminated by red lights.

In this chapter, I’m interested in whether these and other neo-Moorean argu-

ments represent good inferences. They do if a subject can come to know the falsity

of a skeptical scenario (e.g. that she’s not a handless brain in a vat) in virtue of her

knowing an ordinary proposition (e.g. that she has hands).

These arguments face problems. I’ll give what I think is the most serious

problem, the Priority Problem, and I’ll argue that there is a more plausible form

of these arguments that both captures the essence of neo-Moorean arguments and

escapes the Priority Problem. The upshot is that critics’ intuitively plausible thought

that something is amiss with the above arguments can be correct, while some neo-

Moorean arguments against skeptical scenarios can be successful.

In section 1, I’ll say more about what characterizes traditional neo-Moorean

arguments, and I’ll give the Priority Problem in more detail, giving preference to

the way that problem is shown by the Problem of Easy Knowledge. Certainly the

Priority Problem is a problem to take seriously, but I’ll also say why we want to
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keep some neo-Moorean arguments around. Then in section 2 I’ll give a new—and,

I’ll argue, plausible—neo-Moorean argument, and I’ll give details about how the

new neo-Moorean arguments are supposed to work. In section 3, I’ll show how the

new neo-Moorean arguments avoid the Priority Problem even if the traditional neo-

Moorean arguments don’t. The result will be a principle that informs us when we

can infer the falsity of skeptical scenarios from what we know and when we can’t:

we can when we use new neo-Moorean arguments, and we can’t when we use the

traditional arguments.

5.1 Traditional Neo-Moorean Arguments and the Priority Problem

Neo-Moorean arguments are characterized by the subject’s use of an ordinary

case of knowledge to infer the falsity of skeptical scenarios that threaten that ordinary

knowledge. For example, that the table is white but illuminated by red lights is a

scenario that threatens my justification for believing the table is red. Nevertheless,

if neo-Moorean arguments are successful, I can infer from That table is red that That

table is not white but illuminated by red lights. That is, if traditional neo-Moorean

arguments are successful, then I can know that the table isn’t white but illuminated

by red lights in virtue of my knowledge that the table is red.1 Another way of

saying this is that my justification for believing That table is red can transmit to

That table is not white but illuminated by red lights.

The most serious problem with neo-Moorean arguments is that the justification

you have for believing the ordinary proposition doesn’t seem like it does the right

kind of work to justify you in believing the falsity of the skeptical scenario. For

example, the justification you have for believing the table is red doesn’t seem like it

1 For example, Greco (2002) is not an advocate of neo-Moorean arguments, because he
thinks we have immediate knowledge that skeptical hypotheses are false. For this reason, he
thinks Moore was o↵ering a parody of an argument rather than himself o↵ering an argument. See
Tucker (2010) for a helpful discussion of transmission and the in virtue of relation in neo-Moorean
arguments.
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can be the kind of thing in virtue of which you’re justified in believing that the table

isn’t white but illuminated by red lights. For my justification for believing that the

table is red to do the work it’s represented as doing in the neo-Moorean argument,

that ordinary proposition’s evidence (e.g. the appearance that the table is red)

must support the ordinary proposition (that the table is red), then the ordinary

proposition acts as a proxy for that proposition’s evidence in order to justify the

falsity of the scenario that threatens the support that that evidence gives to the

ordinary proposition (that the table is not white but illuminated by red lights) in

the first place. That doesn’t seem right. Of course we can justifiably rely on an

appearance of redness and certain reliability conditions to justify us in believing the

table is red, but it’s absurd to think that because we know the table is red logically

entails the table is not white but illuminated by red lights that we can be justified

in believing the latter by virtue of our justification for believing the former. We

have, in fact, presupposed the latter (by assuming the reliability conditions were

met or that the scenario didn’t obtain) in order to come to know the former, so an

argument from the former to the latter seems to be begging the question.2 Further,

if we became justified in believing the falsity of skeptical scenarios via neo-Moorean

arguments, more evidence that the skeptical scenarios are false would be redundant.

For example, it’s reasonable to think that we would become justified in believing

a table isn’t white but illuminated by red lights by getting some other evidence

(e.g. checking the lighting, asking the table’s painter, putting the table in lighting

we know isn’t red), but if neo-Moorean arguments are successful, this additional

evidence is unnecessary;3 we can instead rely on, for example, the appearance to us

2 This presentation of the problem follows Wright (2002), (1985), (2000), and (2008). Leite
(2004), (2010), (2011) and Dretske (2005) have similar concerns, but for space I don’t give them
here.

3 Cohen (2002, 313) makes this point.
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that the table is red to justify us in believing that the table isn’t white but illumi-

nated by red lights. That, too, seems wrong.4

It is important to note here that the problem I’ve just given is a problem with

being propositionally justified in believing the falsity of the skeptical scenario in

virtue of being propositionally justified in believing the ordinary proposition. Propo-

sitional justification is justification a subject has to believe a proposition regardless

of whether the subject believes the proposition. Even if we assume that the subject

believes whatever she is propositionally justified in believing in the neo-Moorean ar-

guments and that she correctly bases her beliefs on the evidence that propositionally

justifies her in believing those propositions, the inference neo-Moorean arguments

represent the subject as making are still problematic. Whatever the subject believes,

the justification the subject has to believe the ordinary proposition doesn’t seem to

justify the subject in believing the falsity of the skeptical scenario. If a subject can’t

be justified in believing the falsity of the skeptical scenario in virtue of her justifica-

tion for believing the ordinary proposition, then the subject can’t come to know the

falsity of the skeptical scenario in virtue of knowing the ordinary proposition either.

On the other hand, sometimes it doesn’t seem wrong for us to use our knowl-

edge of ordinary propositions to come to know the falsity of skeptical scenarios. If

we don’t do this, skepticism seems to result. To show this, consider the following

dilemma. Either I don’t have a basis for being justified in believing that skeptical

scenarios are false, or I do. If we embrace the first horn and I don’t, then it seems

4 There are, perhaps, other problems. For example, perhaps we should first know the
potential defeater is false before knowing the ordinary proposition, otherwise we wouldn’t have a
good reason to think our evidence supports the ordinary proposition. However, to accept this is
to accept that for evidence to justify S’s belief, S must justifiably believe that her evidence is a
reliable indicator of what she believes. Accepting this entails the denial of what Cohen (2002) calls
“basic knowledge” and what Jim Pryor (2000) calls “conservatism” about perception. There are
further problems with that position, including that it commits what Jonathan Kvanvig (?) has
called “epistemic infanticide”. Cohen (2002), (2005) argues that the Problem of Easy Knowledge
results for any position according to which there is basic knowledge. In what follows, my proposal
will allow for basic knowledge without the Problem of Easy Knowledge.
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that I don’t know the skeptical scenario is false. In that case, I could, for example,

infer I don’t have hands from I’m not a handless BIV, and so on for every other

ordinary proposition so that skepticism results, and that’s bad.

One might object that since I just argued the subject can’t do something

similar to a modus ponens and thus come to know she’s not a handless BIV from

her knowledge that she has hands, we shouldn’t be able to do something similar

to a modus tollens and thus come to lack knowledge that she has hands from her

lack of knowledge that she’s not a handless BIV. In reply, I argued that we can’t do

something similar to a modus ponens because we can’t use our knowledge of some

propositions to come to know the falsity of their alleged undercutting defeaters. In

the modus ponens above, the negation of the proposition we would come to know

as a result (I’m a handless BIV ) is an alleged undercutting defeater of the premise

(I know I have hands), so we can’t do that modus ponens. This is not the case for

the modus tollens. When we do the modus tollens, we fail to know we have hands

as a result of not knowing we’re not a handless BIV and a deduction. Clearly, then,

when we do this modus tollens, it’s not the case that the negation of a proposition

we would come to know as a result of the inference is an undercutting defeater of the

premise. My argument above, then, prevents the modus ponens but not the modus

tollens. So, on the first horn of the dilemma, we don’t have a basis for being justified

in believing skeptical scenarios are false, and skepticism results, which is bad.

Suppose we embrace the second horn. If I do have a basis for being justified in

believing that skeptical scenarios are false but I can’t infer that skeptical scenarios

are false from ordinary propositions, on what basis would I come to know they’re

false? Greco (2002) and Leite (2010) seem to think we have non-inferential knowl-

edge that skeptical scenarios are false, but if we do have this knowledge, on what

basis do we have it? One option is to hold that we know the falsity of skeptical
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scenarios a priori,5 but this option is intuitively implausible, and the best support

for holding that we know a priori that skeptical scenarios are false is that this op-

tion is the best among otherwise unacceptable options.6 I hope to provide a better

option here. Aside from knowing a priori that skeptical scenarios are false, we can’t

have evidence that global skeptical scenarios7 (e.g. I am a handless BIV) are false

apart from any evidence we have for ordinary propositions, and there are many local

skeptical scenarios against which it would be very di�cult—and perhaps physically

impossible—to acquire evidence (Imagine all the not-too-far-out conspiracy theo-

ries). So, to avoid skepticism, we should keep neo-Moorean arguments around if

there is a way according to which the arguments are successful that is more plausi-

ble than the view that we know a priori that skeptical scenarios are false. And, as

I’ve said above, the view that we know a priori that skeptical scenarios are false is

initially implausible, so if there is a somewhat plausible view according to which neo-

Moorean arguments succeed, that view is preferable, and neo-Moorean arguments

can sometimes succeed.

As in the last paragraph, it would be preferable if there were a way according

to which some neo-Moorean arguments were successful. But, as I’ve also shown,

sometimes neo-Moorean arguments are problematic. That is, sometimes they get

the priority backwards; they allow the subject to use what’s epistemically posterior

to come to know what’s epistemically prior. In short, if the preferable option above

obtains and there is a way according to which neo-Moorean arguments sometimes

succeed, then sometimes we can infer the falsity of skeptical scenarios from what we

already know, but sometimes we can’t. Below, I’ll give an account that provides us

5 Cohen endorsed this option in his (2000, 14–6).

6 Cohen (2000, 106) for example, explicitly endorsed this option for that reason.

7 Global skeptical scenarios are those scenarios that apply to any possible instance of ordi-
nary knowledge so that one could not, in principle, acquire evidence of their falsity. An example:
I am a handless BIV.
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with this way according to which neo-Moorean arguments can succeed and which

informs us when we can and when we can’t infer the falsity of skeptical scenarios by

using a neo-Moorean argument.

5.2 A New Neo-Moorean Argument

Consider the following argument:

Brain-In-a-Vat

It is obvious to S that she has hands.

(From S has hands, S deduces S is not a handless brain in a vat.)

So, S knows that she’s not a handless brain in a vat (BIV).

New Brain-In-a-Vat begins with what’s obvious to S rather than what S merely

knows. This is, as I will argue in the next section, an important di↵erence, but in

this section, I’ll say briefly what it is for a proposition to be obvious to someone.

In chapter 2, I argued that if a proposition p is obvious to S, S knows p and

S’s knowing p is immune to undercutting defeat. A proposition defeats S’s knowing

p when that proposition is added to S’s evidence and as a result S’s evidence no

longer justifies S in believing p. 8 A proposition is an undercutting defeater of S’s

knowing p when that proposition defeats S’s knowing p by providing enough second-

order evidence that S’s first-order evidence doesn’t support p strongly enough. For

example, if I get a call from someone claiming to be from the hospital, telling me

one that one of my friends got in a car accident and was severely injured, I’d be

justified in believing that that friend was injured. If I get another call from someone

claiming to be the previous caller’s mother, telling me her son just played an awful

trick on me, I wouldn’t be justified in believing my friend was injured. The evidence

8 As mentioned in chapter 3.1, this is not an exceptionless account of defeat. There are
cases in which E supports p but D supports p more strongly and D makes it so that E doesn’t as
strongly support p when conjoined to D as it does independently. (For one such case, see Kotzen
(Kotzen, 16) or footnote 21 of chapter 3.1.) Nevertheless, this account is su�cient for our purposes
here. For more-complicated (and di↵ering) accounts that overcome the above counterexamples, see
footnote 21 of chapter 3.1 or Kotzen (Kotzen, 16).
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the latter call gave me undercuts and defeats my justification for believing my friend

was injured, even if the former call was not an awful trick and the latter call was.

In that case, if the first caller was correct, I did know on the basis of the former call,

but nevertheless the last call is an undercutting defeater of my knowing my friend

is injured.

If a proposition is obvious to S, S’s knowing p cannot be undercut like that.

For example, suppose it’s obvious to me that I’m in pain (suppose the pain is severe).

If that’s the case, if a doctor, neuroscientist, and philosopher were to tell me that

whatever evidence I have that I’m in pain, that evidence doesn’t support that I’m

in pain or if they were to tell me that I’m just imagining having pain because of

recent medication I’ve been taking, I’d still know I’m in pain.9 The testimony may

reasonably reduce my confidence a bit, but not enough to make it reasonable for me

to cease believing I’m in pain.

In chapter 3.1, I compared p’s being obvious to S with S’s merely knowing

p. If p is obvious to S, S’s knowing p can’t be defeated by undercutting, but if

S merely knows p, S’s knowing p can be so defeated. There, I suggested that

something about the kind of justification S has when p is obvious to S works for

S as would S’s justification if S knows p and also has as part of S’s evidence a lot

of undercutting-defeater-defeaters. So, when p is obvious to S, something about

S’s justification makes it so that alleged undercutting defeaters aren’t as e↵ective

against S’s justification as they would be if S were merely to know p. Even if it’s

the case that S’s justification for believing p when S merely knows p doesn’t have

9 This example is significantly di↵erent from Keith Lehrer’s pain/itch example (Lehrer
(1974, 95–7) and 1990) in which a patient complains that she has an itch but later comes to believe
because of a doctor’s testimony that she was in pain. According to this example, the patient
complains that she has pain, not an itch. Lehrer’s example as it stands is unpersuasive to many
(see Kvanvig (Kvanvig)), but it seems it would be even less persuasive if the patient complained
that she was in pain and the doctor tried to convince her she just had an itch instead.
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any actual defeaters, S can still acquire undercutting defeaters. That is not so when

p is obvious to S.

Perhaps you think there aren’t any propositions that are obvious to someone.

The pain example above is, however, a plausible candidate for a proposition that is

obvious to the subject who is in pain. In that example, it was obvious to me that

I’m in pain. Perhaps there are similar examples. Perhaps this is one: right now

I’m raising my hand,10 and perhaps on that basis it’s obvious to me that I have a

hand. This example seems much like G.E. Moore’s example.11 Perhaps by waving

his hands, Moore is showing his audience how he acquires evidence that makes it

obvious to him that he has hands, and perhaps this method is just as e↵ective as

hitting his right knee with a hammer would be to show his audience how he makes

it obvious to himself that he is in pain. On my understanding of Moore’s argument

and the traditional understanding, Moore is trying to show he has hands, but on

my understanding, by waving his hands Moore is not just trying to show how he

can come to know he has hands; he’s trying to show how it can come to be obvious

to him that he has hands. The representation of my understanding of the argument

di↵ers from the traditional neo-Moorean argument only in that its starting point

is di↵erent. On traditional neo-Moorean arguments, we start with what we know.

I propose we start with what is obvious to us.12 This little di↵erence, though,

amounts to a lot, as I’ll show in the next section. There, I’ll show that this new

10 I can do this with my eyes closed and still be justified in believing I have a hand. I don’t
need to see my hands to be justified in believing I have them.

11 G.E. Moore, in his (1959), waved his hands and said, “Here’s one hand. Here’s another,”
as evidence that he has hands.

12 Actually, I propose we start with what’s obvious, not what’s obvious to us, and these come
apart in some cases, as I’ve indicated in previous chapters. For now, I’ll avoid this complication
and assume that what’s obvious to us is obvious by assuming we’re normal subjects in normal
conditions when we go through the steps represented in the neo-Moorean arguments.
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neo-Moorean argument o↵ers a more-plausible response to the Priority Problem than

does the traditional neo-Moorean argument.

5.3 Solving the Priority Problem

To consider why the new neo-Moorean argument overcomes the Priority Prob-

lem and the traditional neo-Moorean argument doesn’t, I’ll begin by giving reasons

to think the traditional neo-Moorean argument doesn’t overcome the Priority Prob-

lem. I’ll also give the main traditional neo-Moorean defenses against the Priority

Problem and give reasons to support that they don’t succeed in overcoming the prob-

lem. Then, I’ll show how the new neo-Moorean argument overcomes the problem.

If the argument in this section is successful, we will have an account that enables

neo-Moorean arguments to be successful and which informs us when we can and

when we can’t deduce the falsity of skeptical scenarios from what we know.

To show why traditional neo-Moorean arguments don’t overcome the Priority

Problem, consider the hospital call case above: someone gets a call from someone

who claims to be a hospital worker, then he gets a call from someone who claims to

be the mother of the previous caller whom she says has played an awful trick. He

(let us call him ‘S’) then goes through some reasoning that we can represent this

way:

(Hospital) S just got a call from someone who claimed he was a hospital

worker, and on his testimony, S came to know that S’s friend is injured. S

knows that if the second caller is correct, S no longer knows that S’s friend

is injured. But S does know S’s friend is injured; S came to know it as a

result of the previous call. So, S thereby comes to know the second caller is

incorrect.

Surely the inference is problematic. No one should be able to come to know the

second caller is incorrect in that way. What’s wrong? The problem here has to
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do with the kind of evidence S has for the proposition that his friend is hurt; that

kind of evidence is not the kind of evidence in virtue of which S can be justified in

believing the second caller is incorrect. It’s important here to note that the amount

of evidence S has for the proposition that his friend is hurt isn’t relevant to whether

S can infer that the report in the second call is false; what is relevant is the kind of

evidence S has for the proposition that his friend is hurt. In the above argument, even

if S has a lot of evidence that his friend is hurt—evidence enough to (prima facie)

justify him in believing itas long as that evidence doesn’t include direct evidence

against the truth of the second caller’s claim, the inference is problematic. The

inference is problematic precisely because S isn’t justified in believing the second

caller is incorrect in virtue of his justification for believing his friend is hurt. S’s

evidence for the proposition that his friend is hurt is defeasible; in fact, it can be

defeated by precisely the report in the second call. For a similar reason, something

is wrong with traditional neo-Moorean arguments. Our evidence for the ordinary

proposition may be enough for us to (fallibly) know (and be prima facie justified in

believing) that proposition, but our knowledge of that proposition is defeasible, and

it can be defeated by precisely the proposition the neo-Moorean thinks we can come

to know to be false by virtue of the fact that we know the ordinary proposition!

The problem with neo-Moorean arguments is that our evidence for the ordinary

proposition, though it is enough to justify us in believing that proposition, isn’t the

right kind of evidence in virtue of which we can be justified in believing the falsity

of its alleged defeaters. Similarly, the kind of evidence we have for the ordinary

proposition isn’t the right kind of evidence in virtue of which we can come to know

the falsity of some alleged defeaters of the justification we have for that ordinary

proposition.

Some have claimed that there isn’t anything wrong with traditional neo-

Moorean arguments, and they’ve o↵ered an error theory: those who have a problem
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with the arguments conflate the arguments’ ability to transmit justification from the

premise to the conclusion with the arguments’ power to resolve doubt.13 To be fair,

some proponents of the Priority Problem have thought that this problem for neo-

Moorean arguments arises precisely because of neo-Moorean arguments’ inability to

resolve doubt,14 but the Priority Problem I gave above didn’t feature whether or

not S’s doubt about the conclusion was resolved; it featured whether S was justified

in believing the conclusion in virtue of S’s being justified in believing the premise. I

argued that S was not, because 1) S doesn’t have the kind of evidence for the premise

that is needed for S to come to be justified in believing the conclusion—S may have

enough evidence to justify him in believing that his friend is injured, but it’s not the

kind of evidence that is needed to justify him in believing that the second caller is

mistaken, since his evidence for the premise is relevantly defeasible, and 2) if S could

be justified in believing that the report in the second call is false that way, other

evidence for the falsity of the second report would be irrelevant; but it’s not. None

of this requires that S’s doubt is resolved. So the error theory that some defenders of

traditional neo-Moorean arguments give to overcome the Priority Problem doesn’t

actually address the Priority Problem.

Chris Tucker (2010) and Jim Pryor (2004) have, in my view, presented the

best defense of traditional neo-Moorean arguments against the Priority Problem.

I’ll address Tucker’s defense first. According to Tucker, the Priority Problem that

prevents traditional neo-Moorean arguments from transmitting justification also pre-

vents other inferences—ine�ciently structured inferences—from transmitting justifi-

cation even though ine�ciently structured inferences do transmit justification. One

example of an ine�ciently structured inference is:

13 Markie (2005, 409), Pryor (2004), and Bergmann (2004, 717–20), (2006, 198–200) all o↵er
this error theory.

14 See, for example, Davies (2003, 42) and Wright (2002, 332).
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S knows there are 25 people in the room.

(From there are 25 people in the room S competently deduces ]emphthere

are fewer than 100 people in the room.)

So, S knows that there are fewer than 100 people in the room.

According to Tucker, the Priority Problem arises for traditional neo-Moorean

arguments precisely because whatever justifies the subject in believing the ordinary

proposition also justifies her in believing the falsity of the skeptical scenario. But

in the case of the ine�ciently structured inference above, whatever justifies S in

believing that there are 25 people in the room also justifies S in believing that there

are fewer than 100 people in the room. So, ine�ciently structured inferences face

the Priority Problem just as much as traditional neo-Moorean arguments do. So

argues Tucker, just as we can make ine�ciently structured inferences, we can make

the inferences in traditional neo-Moorean arguments.

I’ll give two replies the proponent of the Priority Problem can give. First, ine�-

ciently structured inferences are importantly di↵erent from traditional neo-Moorean

inferences. As mentioned above, what makes traditional neo-Moorean arguments

problematic is that the subject doesn’t have the kind of evidence for the premise

that is required in virtue of which she can come to be justified in believing the con-

clusion. In traditional neo-Moorean arguments, the skeptical scenario can defeat by

undercutting the subject’s justification for believing the ordinary proposition. Inef-

ficiently structured inferences like the one Tucker gives are di↵erent. In the above

ine�ciently structured inference, for example, that there are not fewer than 100 peo-

ple in the room doesn’t undercut S’s justification for believing there are 25 people

in the room; it rebuts that justification. So the negation of the conclusion doesn’t

defeat by undercutting the premise. If S has the right amount of evidence for the

proposition that there are 25 people in the room, that should be enough to justify

S in believing that it’s rebutter—in this case, that there are not fewer than 100
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people in the room—is false, so justify S in believing that there are fewer than 100

people in the room. In ine�ciently structured inferences like the one Tucker gives,

S can be justified in believing the conclusion in virtue of having the right amount

of evidence for the premise. Not so with traditional neo-Moorean arguments. With

traditional neo-Moorean arguments, the skeptical scenario (the negation of the con-

clusion) defeats by undercutting the premise. So even if the subject has a lot of

evidence for the ordinary proposition, if the subject doesn’t have the right kind of

evidence for the ordinary proposition, the subject can’t be justified in believing the

falsity of the skeptical scenario in virtue of her justification for believing the ordinary

proposition. The fact that the skeptical scenario is an undercutting defeater is what

creates the Priority Problem above; the same problem doesn’t arise if the negation

of the conclusion is a rebutting defeater. The falsity of an undercutting defeater like

a skeptical scenario has to be assumed, or the skeptical scenario needs to be ignored,

in order for the subject’s evidence to (prima facie) support the ordinary proposition.

In this way, the falsity of the skeptical scenario is prior to the ordinary proposition.

By thinking that a subject can be justified in believing the falsity of the skeptical

scenario in virtue of her justification for believing the ordinary proposition, the sub-

ject is treating what is actually prior as posterior; hence the Priority Problem. The

subject does not, however, need to presuppose the falsity of a rebutting defeater of

a proposition p in order for the subject’s evidence to support p. So, the Priority

Problem is a problem for traditional neo-Moorean arguments but not for ine�ciently

structured inferences like the one Tucker gives above.

Second, it’s not clear that ine�ciently structured inferences do transmit propo-

sitional justification. As Tucker says, transmission is a causal notion; if A transmits

something to B, A’s having that thing causes B to have it in the relevant way. For

example, if computer 1 transmits information to computer 2, 1’s having the infor-

mation causes 2 to have it in the relevant way. Now, suppose A is my computer and
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B is the name of all of my electronics taken together. If I transfer information to

A, does A transmit information to B? That is, does A’s having information cause

(in the relevant way) B to have information? It doesn’t seem like any transmission

is occurring. Perhaps A has information, and as a result B has that information,

but A isn’t transmitting anything. It seems that ine�ciently structured inferences

are the epistemic analogue to this electronics case. Perhaps I know that there are

25 people in the room, and as a result I know that there are fewer than 100 people

in the room, but there isn’t any transmission of propositional justification going on.

My knowing that there are 25 people in the room doesn’t cause me (in the relevant

way) to be justified in believing that there are fewer than 100 people in the room.

It is true that whatever justification I have for there are 25 people in the room I

also have for there are fewer than 100 people in the room, but my (propositional)

justification for believing the former doesn’t transmit (propositional) justification to

the latter just as my computer’s having information doesn’t cause (in the relevant

way) all of my electronics together to have that information.

To be sure, the inference may transmit doxastic justification, because I may

believe the conclusion on the same basis on which I believe the premise. That is, my

belief in the conclusion may be doxastically justified in virtue of my justification for

believing the premise. This is not the case, however, with propositional justification,

and, as mentioned above, the Priority Problem lies at the level of propositional

justification.

Tucker’s arguments, then, don’t succeed. Tucker argues that if traditional

neo-Moorean arguments face the Priority Problem, so do ine�ciently structured

inferences. But ine�ciently structured inferences do transmit justification, so neo-

Moorean arguments do, too. In my first reply, I hope to have shown that neo-

Moorean arguments are relevantly di↵erent than ine�ciently structured inferences

so that neo-Moorean arguments face the Priority Problem even if ine�ciently struc-
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tured inferences don’t. In my second reply, I hope to have shown that there’s reason

to think that at the level of propositional justification—the level at which the Prior-

ity Problem lies—ine�ciently structured inferences don’t transmit justification, and

since they don’t transmit propositional justification, Tucker’s argument that tra-

ditional neo-Moorean arguments transmit justification since ine�ciently structured

inferences do doesn’t succeed. On either reply, traditional neo-Moorean arguments

still face the Priority Problem.

Pryor (2004) also argues that the Priority Problem that prevents traditional

neo-Moorean arguments from transmitting justification also prevents other perfectly

fine inferences. Strangely, his examples of what he thinks are perfectly fine inferences

include the inference from This table is red to This table is not white but illuminated

by red lights !15 Certainly there are some cases in which we can’t make inferences

with that kind of structure, so what makes it so that we’re able to make that kind of

inference? Pryor says we can make that kind of inference when we have a certain kind

of justification for the premise conferred upon us by a distinctive phenomenological

state:

I think there’s a distinctive phenomenology: the feeling of seeming
to ascertain that a given proposition is true. This is present when
the way a mental episode represents its content makes it feel as
though, by enjoying that episode, you can thereby just tell that
that content obtains. We find this phenomenology in perception

15 Pryor (2004)’s examples also include other inferences Wright (2002) uses to illustrate the
Priority Problem. For example, Pryor (2004, 361) gives this example:

S justifiably believes the cat sees the mouse.
From the cat sees the mouse, S competently deduces there are some cases of seeing.
So, S justifiably believes there are some cases of seeing.

Wright (2002, 333) gives this example, which is structurally similar, as an illustration of an argu-
ment that faces the Priority Problem:

S justifiably believes Jones has just voted.
From Jones has just voted, S competently deduces an election is taking place.
So, S justifiably believes an election is taking place.

(Note: My presentation of Wright’s argument is slightly di↵erent than Wright’s presentation. I’ve
omitted the first premise (Jones has just placed an X on a ballot paper), which is unnecessary for
Wright’s purposes, and I’ve represented the argument in the way I proposed in the first section.)
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and in memory. When you have a perceptual experience of your
hands, that experience makes it feel as though you can just see that
hands are present. (Pryor, 2004, 357)

According to Pryor, whenever someone genuinely has this distinctive phenomeno-

logical state, is introspectively aware of her having it, and believes she has it, she

can make the above seemingly-problematic inferences without facing the Priority

Problem.(Pryor, 2004, 361)

It’s hard to see how satisfying those conditions solves the Priority Problem.

Even if I feel as though I can just tell that the content obtains, if the support

that feeling provides for the target propsoition can be defeated by undercutting, the

Priority Problem remains. It may be that whenever the conditions Pryor gives are

satisfied the support the subject’s evidence provides for the target proposition isn’t

defeated by undercutting. If that’s the case, Pryor’s response anticipates the answer

to the Priority Problem I’ll give in this chapter. In any case, without these conditions

made explicit in neo-Moorean arguments, there are neo-Moorean inferences that we

can’t make because of the Priority Problem.

As it stands, then, traditional neo-Moorean arguments still face the Priority

Problem. It may be preferable to some to defend traditional neo-Moorean arguments

when no alternative is available, but if there is an alternative (like the one I’m giving

in this chapter) that solves the Priority Problem, it would be preferable to adopt the

alternative rather than accepting the traditional arguments and denying that there

is a priority problem.

So, there is a problem for traditional neo-Moorean arguments, just as there’s a

problem with (Hospital) above. But, of course, we can come to know some things by

inferring them from other things we know. What is the feature of skeptical scenarios

that makes it problematic for us to come to know they’re false with a traditional

neo-Moorean argument? As I said above, this feature is that it can defeat by un-

dercutting our knowledge of the ordinary proposition. All skeptical scenarios are
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alleged undercutting defeaters. That is, every skeptical scenario is evidence against

the support our evidence for the ordinary proposition gives that proposition. In

every neo-Moorean argument, even when subjects don’t have direct evidence for

the falsity of the alleged undercutting defeater (skeptical scenario), traditional neo-

Mooreans claim that those subjects can come to know that the alleged undercutting

defeater is false. The problem with traditional neo-Moorean arguments is that the

evidence for the ordinary proposition isn’t the right kind of evidence to know the

falsity of the skeptical scenario, which is an alleged undercutting defeater. How-

ever, if neo-Mooreans had a kind of knowledge of the ordinary proposition that was

immune to undercutting defeat, then they could make the inference without the

Priority Problem. Their knowledge of the ordinary proposition would be prior to

their knowledge of the conclusion, and the Priority Problem would be solved.

The new neo-Moorean argument enables one to make the inference without

facing the Priority Problem. To show this, I’ll first add to the above hospital case.

Suppose that before receiving the first phone call I had heard from a reliable source

that someone is calling numbers that hospital workers have recently called saying

that she’s their mom and that they had played an awful trick. Because of that

information, when I receive the second call, I am justified in believing the caller

is falsely reporting. In that case, I am justified in believing the caller is falsely

reporting but not in virtue of the information I received in the first call; I am

justified in believing it in virtue of the undercutting-defeater-defeater I acquired

prior to receiving the first call. In order to be able to infer that the caller is falsely

reporting from the information in the first call alone, something about my knowledge

of the information in the first call alone needs to function in much the same way the

undercutting-defeater-defeater functions.

In the account of what it is for p to be obvious to S above, I said that when p

is obvious to S, S’s justification for believing p has a feature in addition to the justi-
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fication S has for believing p when S knows p but p isn’t obvious to S. That feature

functions in much the same way many undercutting-defeater-defeaters function. If S

has both justification for believing p and many of the relevant undercutting-defeater-

defeaters, S is justified in believing p even in the face of those alleged undercutting

defeaters precisely because those alleged undercutting defeaters don’t threaten S’s

justification for believing p. If S has the kind of justification for believing p that

functions just as S would have if S were justified in believing p and p had many

of the relevant undercutting-defeater-defeaters, S would have the kind of evidence

whose support for p isn’t susceptible to defeat by alleged undercutting defeaters like

skeptical scenarios. But as I said above, what creates the Priority Problem is pre-

cisely that skeptical scenarios defeat, by undercutting, the subject’s justification for

believing the ordinary proposition. I also said that the Priority Problem is a problem

because the subject, by merely knowing the ordinary proposition, seems not to have

the right kind of evidence for that ordinary proposition, which makes that subject’s

justification susceptible to undercutting defeat by the skeptical scenario. If, how-

ever, the subject has the right kind of justification for the ordinary proposition—the

kind of justification that isn’t susceptible to undercutting defeat—then the Priority

Problem doesn’t get started. If the ordinary proposition is obvious to the subject,

that subject has the right kind of justification: the kind that is not susceptible to

undercutting defeat by, e.g. skeptical scenarios. So, if the ordinary proposition is

obvious to the subject, the Priority Problem is no longer a problem. Just as in

the revised hospital case, my justification for believing my friend was hurt plus the

informant’s phone call made it so that the second caller’s claim didn’t threaten my

justification for believing my friend was hurt, if it’s obvious to me that I have hands,

the justification I have for believing I have hands is not threatened by the skeptical
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scenario, and the Priority Problem doesn’t prevent me from being justified in believ-

ing I’m not a handless BIV in virtue of my (anti-undercutting-defeater) justification

I have for believing I have hands.

On the other hand, if S knows p but p isn’t obvious to S, S’s justification isn’t

the kind of justification that is immune to undercutting defeat in the way it would

be if p were obvious to S. So, if S knows p but p isn’t obvious to S, S’s justification

is susceptible to the Priority Problem in the way I’ve indicated above. As a result,

S cannot be justified in believing the falsity of skeptical scenarios in virtue of S’s

(defeasible-by-undercutters) justification for believing the ordinary proposition.

The problem with (Hospital) above is that it’s not obvious to me that my friend

is injured. On the other hand, the following reasoning, which parallels (Hospital),

doesn’t seem as problematic:

S feels extreme pain (!), and on that basis, S has come to know that S is in

pain. If the doctor, neuroscientist, and philosopher are correct, S no longer

knows that S is in pain. But S does know he’s in pain (!); S came to know it

as a result of this horrible, painful feeling. So, S thereby comes to know that

the doctor, neuroscientist, and philosopher are incorrect.

The inference in this argument seems right to me, but it’s understated. The

reason S can use what he knows to come to know the falsity of the alleged under-

cutting defeater in this case and not in the previous case is that in this case S not

only knows he’s in pain; it’s obvious to him that he’s in pain. We could have just

as well began the previous argument this way:

S feels pain (!), and on that basis, it is obvious to S that S is in pain. ...

We could not have began (Hospital) this way:
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S just got a call from someone who claimed he was a hospital worker, and

on his testimony, it is obvious to S that S’s friend is injured. ...

We have, then, a principle that informs us when we can and when we can’t use what

we know to infer the falsity of alleged undercutting defeaters, and thus skeptical

scenarios: we can use what we know to infer the falsity of alleged undercutting

defeaters when what we know is obvious to us, and we can’t use what we know to infer

the falsity of alleged undercutting defeaters when what we know isn’t obvious to us.

Even if the Priority Problem succeeds against traditional neo-Moorean arguments,

there is a new neo-Moorean argument that doesn’t face that problem.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I’ve shown and defended that there is a serious problem for

traditional neo-Moorean arguments—the Priority Problem. I’ve also shown that,

lest we be skeptics, we should want to retain some neo-Moorean arguments. This

creates a new problem: on one hand, some neo-Moorean arguments are problematic,

and on the other, it’s preferable to keep some neo-Moorean arguments around. What

we need is a principle that informs us when we can and when we can’t use what we

know to infer the falsity of skeptical scenarios, or, in general, alleged undercutting

defeaters. I’ve provided that principle. To do this, I gave a new neo-Moorean

argument, then I showed that although there are good reasons to think traditional

neo-Moorean arguments face the Priority Problem, new neo-Moorean arguments

don’t. The result is a principle that tells us when we can use what we know to infer

the falsity of skeptical scenarios and when we can’t: we can if we start with what’s

obvious to us, and we can’t if we start with what we just plain know.
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CHAPTER SIX

Conclusion

In this dissertation, I’ve argued for a particular answer to questions about com-

mon sense philosophers’ advice: Why start with what’s obvious? And why should

we not give up the more obvious for the less obvious? I’ve given an account that

enables obviousness to do what it should be able to do if common sense philosophers’

advice is e↵ective.

To do this, in Chapter Two I determined what I needed to give an account of in

this dissertation. In that chapter, I made four distinctions between ways something

can be obvious. First, I gave examples to show that there’s a di↵erence between

what’s obvious and what’s obvious to someone, and I concluded that I should give

an account of both of these ways of being obvious. Second, I gave examples in which

obviousness seems graded, and I concluded that the account I provide should be com-

patible with the gradeability, or at least the approachability, of obviousness. Third, I

gave examples in which things that are not propositions are obvious, and I concluded

that the kind of obviousness relevant to the common sense philosophers’ advice is

propositional obviousness rather than non-propositional obviousness. Fourth, I con-

sidered whether there is another place in the obviousness relation, where the other

place contains a question or a disjunction of the relevant alternatives. There, I con-

sidered Jonathan Scha↵er’s view, according to which knowledge is contrastive. To

Scha↵er, it’s initially plausible that knowledge is not contrastive, but Scha↵er thinks

there are arguments that show that knowledge is contrastive. I showed that these

arguments do not show that knowledge is contrastive. I also considered parallel

arguments for the contrastivity of obviousness, and I showed that they also don’t

succeed. The result is what I needed to give an account of: propositional obvi-
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ousness simpliciter and propositional obviousness to someone, where these accounts

allow that obviousness is graded or approachable.

In Chapter Three, I gave this account. I first gave an account of obviousness to

someone, then I gave an account of obviousness simpliciter in terms of obviousness

to someone. For the account of obviousness to someone, I argued that if p is obvious

to S, then S knows p. The first argument was from ordinary language. I gave cases

in which it seems absurd for someone to deny that they don’t know what’s obvious

to them, then I argued that attempts to give a solely pragmatic explanation for the

seeming success of these arguments don’t succeed. There, I argued that even though

we may use ‘obvious’ constructions when we don’t know what’s putatively obvious,

we use ‘know’ constructions when we later come to know that what we putatively

knew was false, and to use ‘obvious’ constructions in ways that match what the

term semantically expresses, we often use a ‘seems’ construction, e.g. “It seems

obvious to me that...” The second argument was from the uses obviousness has in

epistemology. First, I argued that if propositions that are obvious to us are at the

foundations of our epistemic structure, they’re known. Second, I gave an example

from the literature on epistemic modality, where it is assumed that if p is obvious

to S, S knows p, and I showed why that entailment holds.

There are cases, though, in which someone knows p but p isn’t obvious to

her. If p is obvious to S, S has a certain kind of knowledge. I proposed that this

kind of knowledge is the kind that is immune to undercutting defeat. I then gave

examples of how the account is supposed to work, what defeat is and how it works,

and specifically what undercutting defeat is. I then gave an account of immunity

to show how someone’s knowledge can be immune to undercutting defeat. In that

account, I said that if p is obvious to S, there isn’t any new information that S can

acquire that will defeat S’s justification for believing p by undercutting, and there’s

something about S’s justification for believing p when p is obvious to S that makes it
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so that no new information will defeat that justification by undercutting. I said that

this something acts just as would S’s justification if S also had in her evidence set a

lot of undercutting-defeater-defeaters. Perhaps this additional thing is a disposition

to acquire an undercutting-defeater-defeater of any potential undercutting defeater

that she acquires, or perhaps it’s something else. It is not my goal in this dissertation

to say what this additional thing is, just as it’s not the goal of someone who says

what knowledge is to say what exactly justification is. Instead, I gave the account

and examples to show that the account I’ve given both satisfies cases in which

something is obvious to us, and it enables obviousness to do the work common

sense philosophers’ advice would have it do if that advice were successfulwork that

I elaborated on in the last two chapters. First, if the account I’ve given is correct,

you can reasonably maintain your belief even when you disagree with someone who

you know is vastly more intelligent than you are, has more evidence than you do,

is as intellectually virtuous as you are, and who represents the majority of your

epistemic superiors’ beliefs on the disputed proposition. Second, if the account

above is correct, you can use what is obvious to you to come to know that skeptical

scenarios are false. In short, obviousness enables someone to reasonably overcome

skeptical doubts about her beliefs—doubts raised by her epistemic superiors and by

skeptical scenarios. Along the way, I said how the above account can make it so that

what’s obvious to you is graded or approachable. Although what’s obvious to you

can’t be defeated by undercutting, your justification for the obvious proposition can

be reduced; those propositions whose justification is reduced more are less obvious

than those propositions whose justification is reduced less.

It may be helpful to have an account of obviousness to someone, but common

sense philosophers don’t advise you to start with what’s obvious to you; they advise

you to start with what’s obvious, and they don’t advise you not to give up the

more obvious to you for the less obvious to you; they advise you not to give up the
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more obvious for the less obvious. There are examples to show where obviousness

to someone and obviousness simpliciter come apart. First, there are cases in which

a proposition that is not obvious simpliciter is obvious to someone who perhaps is

more intelligent, or who has more background information. Second, there are cases

in which a proposition that is not obvious to someone is obvious simpliciter. In both

of these cases, what is obvious simpliciter is what is obvious to a normal person

in normal conditions. As in the first case, if someone is in a better-than-normal

cognitive condition, what is obvious simpliciter will also be obvious to that person,

and, in addition, more propositions—propositions that are not obvious simpliciter—

will also be obvious to that person. In this case, the common sense philosophers’

advice is good advice for that person; that person should begin with what’s obvious,

etc. In the second case, propositions that are obvious are not obvious to that person

because that person is in a worse-than-normal cognitive condition. That person

should also begin with what’s obvious, etc. In both of these cases, common sense

philosophers’ advice to begin with what’s obvious, etc., is kept as long as the subjects

taking that advice begin with what’s obvious to them. Because of this, and because

of the simplicity of the account I’ve given of obviousness to someone, I focused on that

kind of obviousness in the rest of the dissertation. I showed that if the definition of

that kind of obviousness is correct, whoever takes common sense philosophers’ advice

can do what the advice is supposed to enable them to do, specifically to reasonably

maintain certain kinds of beliefs even in the face of certain kinds of threats to those

beliefs.

In Chapter Four, I consider when someone can (and cannot) reasonably re-

main steadfast in believing a proposition when that person knows she disagrees with

someone who is vastly more intelligent, has more evidence than she does, is at least

as intellectually virtuous as she is, and who represents the majority position from

among those who have the previously-mentioned qualities. I first gave arguments
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that when you disagree with someone who is your epistemic peer, you should let

your credence in the disputed proposition tend toward that of your interlocutor. I

gave two arguments. First, my epistemic peer reasons just like I do, and second, a

third party arbiter would reasonably hold a position somewhere between those of the

disputants. A fortiori, if someone disagrees with someone with the above qualities,

that person should adjust her credence to be significantly closer to her interlocu-

tor’s. I then argued that there is good reason to hold on to some of your beliefs

during superior disagreement; if we didn’t, we’d let our epistemic superiors decide

what we should believe. Sometimes superiors—even many of them—make mistakes

or lose touch of reality, and it would be helpful to have a principle according to

which it is reasonable for these inferiors to remain steadfast and to hold that their

superiors have lost touch on that particular occasion. But it would be unreasonable

for an epistemic inferior to maintain that they are right in every case of superior

disagreement, so we need a principle that informs us when we can and can’t remain

steadfast during superior disagreement. To give this principle, I showed that supe-

rior disagreement provides an undercutting defeater for our justification for believing

the disputed proposition. However, when we have the kind of justification that we

have when a proposition is obvious to us, what I call obvious-justification, we have

the kind of justification that is immune to undercutting defeat. We can, then, stead-

fastly believe those propositions for which we have obvious-justification even when

the majority of our epistemic superiors disagree with us about that proposition. I

then further argued that the advice I’ve given is not trivial or too narrow; if common

sense philosophers like G.E. Moore are correct, the advice I’ve given can be applied

in many cases.

In Chapter Five, I considered how someone can overcome skeptical threats.

Specifically, I was interested in how someone can come to know that skeptical threats

are false. According to many common sense philosophers, we come to know that
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skeptical threats are false by deducing that they’re false from ordinary propositions

we know, viz. by using neo-Moorean arguments. This view, though, faces problems,

most notably a priority problem. There are clearly problematic parallel cases of those

kinds of inferences. Sometimes you can come to know that skeptical threats are false

from things you know, and sometimes you can’t. I gave a principle that informs us

when we can and when we can’t. I first showed that the priority problem is, in fact, a

problem for traditional neo-Moorean arguments, then I showed that skeptical threats

are supposed to be undercutting defeaters for the ordinary proposition we know. This

put us in a position to show why the priority problem is a problem: although we

have plenty of evidence to justify us in believing the ordinary proposition, we don’t

have the right kind of evidence to also be justified in believing potential undercutting

defeaters to be false. As a result, our justification for believing the target proposition

is threatened by the skeptical scenario, which is a potential undercutting defeater.

So, you can’t use what you merely know to come to know a potential undercutting

defeater to be false because you don’t have the right kind of evidence for what

you merely know to be able to do that. If, however, the ordinary proposition is

obvious to you, you can use that ordinary proposition to come to know potential

undercutting defeatersso skeptical scenariosto be false. You can do this because if

a proposition is obvious to you, your justification for believing that proposition is

immune to undercutting defeat. You do have the right kind of evidence for what’s

obvious to you (or at least you’re justified in believing what’s obvious to you in the

right kind of way) to be able to come to know to be false those skeptical threats

that allegedly but cannot actually defeat them by undercutting. We have, then, a

principle that informs us when we can and when we can’t use what we know to come

to know skeptical threats to be false: we can when what we know is obvious to us,

and we can’t when what we know isn’t obvious to us.
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In this dissertation, then, I’ve isolated what ways of being obvious are relevant

to the common sense philosopher’s advice, and I’ve given an account of them. This

account, I argued, enables obviousness to do what the common sense philosophers

want it to do; for example, it makes sense of common sense philosophers’ advice

to start with what’s obvious during superior disagreement and to start with what’s

obvious in response to skeptical threats. I believe this account can take us further:

it satisfies cases, it helps us to determine when a proposition is obvious to us, and it

helps us to better understand references to the obvious in philosophical literature.

There’s more work to do. Here are some suggested areas for further research.

First, if common sense philosophers are correct, obviousness is first—we should start

with what’s obvious. It would be helpful to contrast this with the “knowledge

first” approach in epistemology and to give the benefits to adhering to an “obvious

first” approach to epistemology. Second, many hold that the fundamental epistemic

state needs to be luminous or near luminous. If any epistemic state is a good

candidate for being near luminous, obviousness is. One area of research would be

to see whether obviousness is at least as luminous as other epistemic states that are

candidates for being epistemically fundamental: knowledge, justification, seeming,

etc. Third, if the account here is correct, when p is obvious to you, potential

undercutting defeaters of your knowing p can lessen your justification for believing

p, but they can’t make it so that you’re not justified in believing p. On a Bayesian

picture, the function for updating on new evidence will look di↵erent if you have

obvious-justification for believing a proposition than if you have mere knowledge-

type justification for believing that proposition. One area of research would be to

formalize that function and possibly to use that new function to determine what

needs to happen to someone’s prior state to bring her from having mere knowledge-

type justification for p to having obvious-justification for p. There are, of course,

other areas for further research, but in this dissertation I hope to have shown that
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there is an epistemic state—obviousness—that enables subjects to do what common

sense philosophers advise them to do, and I hope that this initial work on obviousness

will lead to further work on this epistemic state that has heretofore received less

attention than it has deserved.
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